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ABSTRACT 

This exploratory research investigates quality early childhood education in two 

Singapore kindergartens. Quality is a concept that has raised greater interest in Singapore 

early childhood education since 2003 when quality initiatives were implemented, aimed at 

raising quality standards in Singapore kindergartens and child care centres. One of the 

governing bodies, the Ministry of Education (MOE), attributes this increasing interest in 

quality to the rising of Singapore parents’ expectations of early childhood education in 

preparing young children for Singapore’s mainstream education. The growing recognition 

that early childhood education contributes significantly to the foundation of future 

education also adds to the growing interest. The introduction of quality initiatives saw the 

overhaul of Singapore’s early childhood education. Principals and teachers in early 

childhood settings focus on meeting these quality initiatives by improving their 

kindergarten operations, physical environment, curriculum development and teachers’ 

professional development. With the interest in raising quality standards, this study intends 

to understand the quality conceptualisations of principals, teachers and parents in the 

localised context of Singapore. Instead of perceiving quality from a macro level, quality is 

understood within individual kindergarten settings.  

The study adopts an interpretive paradigm to gather participants’ quality 

conceptualisations within two kindergarten settings. The interpretive paradigm opens up 

the possibilities for participants to share their perspectives on quality and attempts to 

interpret localised perspectives based on kindergarten’s context and individual values, 

beliefs and experiences. A mixed methods methodology further substantiate data findings 

of participants through the use of connecting and weaving approaches to identify and 

understand participants’ quality conceptualisations.   

The exploratory study on quality conceptualisations points to two main themes that 

highlight participants’ shift from the focus on academic excellence towards the 



xx 

development of values to prepare children for life’s journey. In the first theme, Confucian 

values are recognized as important in preparing children morally and to contribute back to 

society. Confucian principles influenced the way adults perceive themselves as responsible 

for children’s values development and the way adults should direct children in the right 

direction. The second theme emphasized the kindergarten as the promoter of instilling 

values in children. Kindergartens are recognised as sites of possibility where values are 

implemented as part of the kindergarten philosophy. Teachers are also recognised as key to 

role models of values who translate these values to children through their interaction with 

children.  

Participants’ quality conceptualisations indicate differing connections made 

between MOE’s Revised Curriculum Framework and participants’ quality 

conceptualisations. The connections suggest the influence of neoliberal objectives in 

perceiving the role of the teacher differently. Governmentality is evident in the way 

principals and teachers perceive their roles in the kindergarten setting. However, the 

presence of governmentality and neoliberalism are in contrast to Confucian values that 

participants promote as important for children’s education. The kindergarten as a place 

where governmentality, neoliberalism and Confucian values meet, is discussed here.   

This research focuses on localised kindergarten quality perspectives and concludes 

with new thinking about quality based on postmodern perspectives. The study 

acknowledges the multiplicity of participants’ perspectives and how these perspectives are 

necessary to understand localised conceptualisations of what participants mean by quality 

early childhood education. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION TO THE THESIS 

The interest in quality as a concept in early childhood education has been perceived 

as a tool over the last few decades as the means to raise quality standards ((Dahlberg, Moss 

& Pence, 1999). This phenomenon together with the rise in popular neoliberal governance 

dominate the discourse about educational excellence and outcomes (Davies & Bansel, 

2007; Thorsen, 2010). One of the main drivers for the promotion towards educational 

excellence in developed countries is the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD).  The OECD promotes the benefits of quality education as the 

means to achieve better economic development of member countries. OECD’s 

identification of education as the means to improve a country’s economic productivity, 

efficiency and social position on the world stage led to the emphasis placed on starting 

education early (OCED, 2006).  This increase in the awareness of the benefits of 

education, sets the stage for quality to be used as a concept to raise standards in education.  

The notion of quality has since evolved to be the buzz word, representing the 

reconstruction and updating of current educational structures to raise standards in 

educational institutions. The productivity and efficiency perspective of quality 

development in education has since contributed significantly to the political objectives 

undermining many quality developments in different countries (Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 

1999; Moss, 2014; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2006; 

Ortlipp, Arthur & Woodrow, 2011; Sylva, Melhuish, Sammons, Siraj-Blatchford & 

Taggart, 2004). The OECD’s solution to economic progress emphasized the level of 

quality each country is required to put in, to determine the successful productive outcomes 

for young children (OECD, 2012). Moss (2014) describes this set of predetermined goals 

and outcomes as the assembling of powerful quality technologies to gain a return on 

investments through high quality returns. Moss (2014, p.23) describes the relationship 

between predetermined goals and high quality returns: 
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None of these technologies, in isolation, may be particularly effective; but connect 

them up into an assemblage and you have a powerful machine. This is ‘high 

quality’ as shorthand for technologies that will effectively produce ‘predefined 

goals’ and is thought, therefore to guarantee the high returns that justify initial 

investment. 

1.1 Background of the study 

Singapore early childhood landscape 

The Singapore early childhood landscape can be divided into kindergartens and 

child care centres. Kindergartens and child care centres are referred as preschools in 

Singapore. All preschools are privately owned by religious groups, social organisations, 

private business organisations and community foundations like People Action Party (Tan, 

2007). Kindergartens refer to the provision of early childhood education with a standard 

3.5 hours education per day for five days in a week. Kindergartens provide standard early 

childhood education that follow the Ministry of Education’s guidelines for children aged 3 

- 6 years. Child care centres also provide the standard early childhood education together 

with the provision of child care services. Child care centres come under the purview of the 

Ministry of Social and Family Development and they operate from 7am – 7pm.  

Kindergartens and child care centres come under two separate ministries – Ministry 

of Education (MOE) and Ministry of Social and Family Development (MSF) respectively. 

However, the two ministries provide the joint effort in developing early childhood related 

policies that take effect in both kindergartens and child care centres. The Early Childhood 

Development Agency (ECDA) was set up in 2013 as the regulatory and developmental 

body to facilitate the early childhood education in Singapore (Early Childhood 

Development Agency, 2013). The quality early childhood initiatives are discussed in 

greater length in the next section, highlighting Singapore early childhood quality 

initiatives.  
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Singapore early childhood quality initiatives 

The Singapore government is one example that invests heavily in its education 

system to serve her needs to meet political objectives, economic development within a 

nation state and to achieve the social cohesion in a multiracial nation (Han, 2009). The 

recent investment and expectations of higher investments are evident in the introduction of 

quality initiatives that build on educational infrastructures, regulated policies and 

professional development in early childhood education to increase quality standards.  

Earlier in 2003, the Kindergarten Curriculum Framework was developed and 

introduced in the early childhood landscape. More quality measures were introduced from 

2008 onwards to represent further quality initiatives by the government to raise higher 

quality standards in Singapore early childhood education. In 2008, the Ministry of 

Education (MOE) of Singapore announced two new measures that would take effect - the 

introduction of raising the Minimum Preschool Teacher Qualifications in 2008 and the 

introduction of a voluntary Singapore Preschool Accreditation Framework (SPARK) from 

2011 (Minstry of Education, 2012). Other measures included the revising of MOE’s 

Kindergarten Curriculum Framework in 2012 to ensure that the Desired Outcomes of 

Preschool Education were met in curriculum development and the role of teachers in 

planning, evaluating children’s experiences. The Early Childhood Development Agency 

(ECDA) was established as the autonomous agency in 2013, to be overseen by the 

Ministry of Education (MOE) Preschool Division and Ministry of Social and Family 

Development’s (MSF) child care arm, to regulate and initiate early childhood 

developments (Early Childhood Development Agency, 2013).  

The quality initiatives display the Singapore government’s commitment towards 

ensuring that the quality infrastructures in early childhood landscape are in place to raise 

quality standards. MOE explains the push towards quality improvements in Singapore’s 

early childhood industry using two main rationale. These two rationale justify the raise in 
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quality standards based on the raising educational qualifications of parents today compared 

to parents two decades ago and the availability of a more educated pool of students to meet 

the demands of a more qualified preschool workforce (Ministry of Education, 2008). 

Singapore’s early childhood quality journey has seen regulated changes taking 

place within a privatised early childhood landscape. Since 2008, kindergartens are busy 

working towards the regulated changes in MOE’s Revised Kindergarten Curriculum 

Framework, meeting the Minimum Preschool Teacher qualifications and the preparation 

within each kindergarten to apply for the voluntary SPARK quality accreditation. These 

quality initiatives are regulatory in nature and the understanding of quality 

conceptualisations shed light to the impact of these regulations towards steering and 

governing quality perceptions at kindergartens and between principals, teachers and 

parents.   

With the raise in parents’ expectations as the result of higher educational 

qualifications and the availability of qualified teachers to meet raising quality standards, 

this situates quality conceptualisation in the era of possible progressive and relative 

perspectives towards quality understandings. MOE’s claim of raising parents’ expectations 

renders the need to examine what constitutes quality conceptualisations and how quality 

influences their expectations of early childhood education.  

Moss (2005) explains that the concept of quality is ultimately adhering to 

conformity, structure and norms that constitute predefined objectives and goals. This 

suggests that quality in the Singapore context may contradict that of what MOE explains as 

parents’ expectations steering quality standards in Singapore. Understanding quality 

conceptualisations within local Singapore settings address what constitute quality and the 

differences that exist between MOE’s prescribed quality objectives. As the implementation 

of quality initiatives are at the beginning stages in Singapore early childhood landscape, 

addressing quality conceptualisations within local kindergartens contribute to how quality 



5 

is perceived and practiced. The understanding of quality conceptualisations opens up 

possibilities of exploring similarities and differences within each kindergarten context.  

An example of the similarities and differences within each kindergarten context is 

reflected in the researcher’s experience as an early childhood educator for over more than a 

decade. Within the context of the researcher’s kindergarten, the perspective of 

implementing the government’s quality initiatives saw the mounting pressure from the 

workplace to conform to quality initiatives. This mounting pressure is apparent in how 

there is a sudden interest in matching staff qualifications with what is stipulated as 

Minimum Preschool Teacher Qualifications. There is also a significant overhaul of the 

kindergarten’s curriculum and staff training within the kindergarten. The impact of the 

implementation of quality initiatives in Singapore is the researcher’s personal experience 

and interpreted as the impact of a top-down approach on quality conceptualisation in the 

local kindergarten context (Katz, 1992)  

In the researcher’s local kindergarten context, quality initiatives are not perceived 

as a reflection of how quality initiatives can meet the kindergarten’s quality perception and 

kindergarten philosophy (Katz, 1992). The researcher’s experiences and quality 

conceptualisations indicated that quality conceptualisations and the implementation of 

quality initiatives within each kindergarten context may create tensions between the 

researcher as a teacher and the kindergarten philosophy. Similar tensions of quality 

conceptualisations also occur between teachers and parents, and principals and teachers. 

Each kindergarten context consist of differing quality conceptualisations across different 

stakeholders and the adaptation of quality initiatives may differ as culture and personal 

experiences influence quality conceptualisations. This same tension between the researcher 

and the local kindergarten, acts as a motivator in engaging in an exploratory study of 

quality conceptualisations within local Singaporean kindergartens.  
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However, the nature of top-down pressure of regulatory policies are common 

within neoliberal environments. Fenech and Sumsion (2007a) describe this top-down 

pressure as natural because quality initiatives aim to regulate, control and normalise 

accountabilities in early childhood services. Reactions to early childhood regulations and 

policies also result in similar responses in countries like the United Kingdom and Australia 

(Logan & Sumsion, 2010; Osgood, 2006).  

Quality initiatives are perceived as a top-down approach and adopted as a ‘need to 

do’ reaction in the researcher’s kindergarten. This is a common response in many 

Singapore kindergartens (Tan, 2012). In a multiracial and regulated nation like Singapore, 

the nuances of culture perceive regulations as the means to govern social cohesion and 

economic progress (Han, 2009).  It is not surprising that most government regulations and 

policies are adopted and perceived as beneficial to upgrading quality standards at 

kindergartens in Singapore. In the Asian context, where the crossroads of west meets east, 

the common western notions of the effects of regulations as controlling and limiting, may 

not be perceived as the case in the Singapore context (Logan, Press, & Sumsion, 2012). 

The recognition of the Singapore culture as accepting, tolerant and beneficial to regulations 

and policies, is identified by Moss (2014) as central to the notion of social investment 

where the resources of the nation are focused on human development and the efficiency in 

using this capital in preparing for the future. Singapore adopts the same driving factor in 

the development of its human resources as its main competitive selling feature on the 

global stage. This is reflected in the current tagline for primary education ‘Nurturing our 

young for the future: Competencies for the 21st century’, that points to the need to be 

nurture children on the values that will help each child to be a confident person, a self-

directed learner, an active contributor and a concerned citizen (Ministry of Education, 

2014).  
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This high returns on investment mentality also filters down to the way Singaporean 

parents perceive in early childhood education as important (Ang, 2014b). Ebbeck and 

Warrier (2008) associated parents as the drivers of putting pressure on their children to 

achieve academic skills at an early age. Ebbeck and Gokhale (2004) in another study of 

child rearing practices of a sample of Singapore parents in childcare also pointed to how 

parents’ perceptions are focused on supplementing children’s learning with extra 

enrichment classes to prepare children for primary school. 

Parents’ high expectations of education and the recognised responsibility of adults 

towards making responsible decisions for children, also suggest Confucian principles as 

part of the Singaporean cultural nuances (Huang & Gove, 2012; Yim, Lee & Ebbeck, 

2013). In the developed country like Singapore, the underlying localised cultural nuances 

remains underpinning cultural beliefs and practices (Chang, 2003; Yim, Lee & Ebbeck, 

2013). This indicates that Confucian principles undergirding Singapore Asian values and 

beliefs are still relevant in how quality perspectives are developed and interpreted into 

practice. Unlike western values and beliefs that are developed based on the notion of 

individualism and materialism, Singapore’s unique Asian values and beliefs still focus very 

much on the family, society and the community (Chang, 2003; Ministry  of Education, 

2010; Ortmann, 2009; Tan, 2007). This perspective is presented in Hewitt and Maloney’s 

(2000, p.91) observation of Malaysian parents’ actual and perceived expectations of 

preschool education:  

In expressing what has been termed their ‘actualised’ perceptions, parents were 

revealing the competencies which they felt were valuable within the Malaysian 

macro system, based upon their socially constructed knowledge of Malaysian 

society. 

The perceptions of early childhood education in the Singapore nation state is 

clearly closely related to the notion of preparation and being ready for mainstream 

education and the consideration of localised practices and beliefs (Ebbeck & Chan, 2011). 
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This is further maintained by MOE’s Desired Outcomes for Preschool Education, where 

the Revised Kindergarten Curriculum Framework stipulates what preschool children 

should achieve by the end of kindergarten. The political climate, together with the nuances 

of the Singaporean culture as accepting regulations as the means to raise quality standards 

and Confucian principles, situate the Singapore early childhood education in a culturally 

unique position. The pull and push effects of both politics and parents’ expectations of 

early childhood education highlight possible variation in quality conceptualisations within 

the kindergarten space. The mounting pressure of conforming to quality initiatives (in the 

form of pull effects) may not necessary represent how early childhood educators feel are 

best practices in raising quality standards in the kindergarten. In addition, this represents 

that all kindergartens undertake ‘top-down’ pressure of raising quality standards at their 

local context differently. This further reinforces the notion that each localised kindergarten 

develop their own quality conceptualisations whether it is between stakeholders (in this 

case principals, teachers and parents) or personal quality perceptions. Understanding 

localised quality conceptualisations provide an in-depth perception into how quality early 

childhood education is understood. 

1.2 Need for the study 

The exploratory study of understanding quality conceptualisation is necessary as 

quality initiatives become more of a familiar push for higher standards in Singapore early 

childhood education. As the implementations of quality initiatives begin to take effect in 

Singapore kindergartens, addressing how quality is conceptualised, contributes to the 

Singaporean quality literature and gives localised quality perspectives from different 

stakeholders within kindergarten settings. This thesis provides insider’s perspectives 

(teachers), outside-in perspectives (parents) and top-down perspectives (principals) (Katz, 

1992).   



9 

Lee and Walsh (2005) indicated that policymakers often take into consideration 

only what was quantifiable and measurable in quality, and neglect quality as a “value-laden 

and context-bound concept” (p.449). Lee and Walsh (2005) continued to expound on the 

importance of quality reflecting “culturally embedded values, assumptions and beliefs 

regards the ideal self, childhood and children” (p.450). Woodhead (1998) added to the 

quality conceptualisation by defining quality as “relative but not arbitrary”, by taking into 

perspective the need to favour “a more open, holistic, context-sensitive approach to 

physical and social environments that support children’s growth” (p.7). Rosenthal (2003) 

further suggested that different cultures define quality based on their cultural values, 

beliefs and practices. A study looking into the impact of cultural beliefs on quality 

conceptualisations suggests quality notions as contextual and varied in different cultural 

communities (Rosenthal, 2003). Kilderry, Noble and Nolan (2004) supported different 

ways of seeing and knowing to add vigour to early childhood research and brings to the 

forefront multiple voices that constitute early childhood education. 

The earlier discussion on cultural nuances in Singapore also emphasizes the 

differences in how kindergartens respond to MOE’s quality initiatives. By addressing and 

understanding different quality conceptualisations in the kindergarten setting, this helps in 

drawing out variations in quality understanding and what this means in terms of each 

localised kindergarten context. Dahlberg, Moss and Pence (1999) supported this notion of 

quality as “subjective, value based, relative and dynamic concept, with the possibility of 

multiple perspectives or understanding of what quality is” (p.5). Dahlberg, Moss and Pence 

(1999, p.7) explains the impact of considering multiple perspectives: 

The process of exploration has opened up the possibility of understanding the early 

childhood institution as a forum in civil society where children and adult meet and 

participate together in projects of cultural, social, political and economic 

significance and as such be a community institution of social solidarity bearing 

cultural and symbolic significance. 



10 

Rogoff (2003) added to the dynamism of cultural variations by indicating that 

“….people change as participants in cultural communities. Their development can be 

understood only in light of the cultural practices and circumstances of their communities – 

which also change” (p.3-4). Principals, teachers and parents work in a participative manner 

in each kindergarten based on their understanding of quality in accordance with their 

personal experiences. Gauvin (2001) supported the notion that a cultural perspective builds 

on social elements that contribute to building and shaping human perceptions within a 

community. 

In other words, addressing the differences in quality conceptualisations contribute 

significantly towards the development of quality within the Singaporean early childhood 

landscape. Differences in quality conceptualisations within a localised kindergarten context 

add to the rich data that situates quality initiatives and its impact on the direction these 

quality standards will take in the future. Sharpe (2000) and Reta and Kwan (2000) in their 

book ‘Investing in our future: the early years’ recognised that quality was often perceived 

as quantifiable and manageable to achieve developmental outcomes in the Singapore 

context. The acknowledgement for the need to perceive quality considering cultural and 

multiple perspectives add to the rich diversity of quality as a relative and dynamic concept. 

This study recognises the complexity of quality and adds richness by situating the 

study in understanding localised Singapore quality perspectives in two kindergartens. Moss 

(2014) described the one way of knowing truth as “grand narratives” and he encouraged, 

critiqued noting that “whenever particular stories come to crowd out others, when they 

come to dominate a field, we need not only to interrogate these stories critically but also 

ask why they get to be so influential” (p.60). Lyotard challenged the notion of truths and 

structures, according to Niesche (2014): “Lyotard’s aim is to outline a new politics desire 

that operates through intensities for the purposes of exploring the limits of representation 

and certainty outlined by traditional structures and discourses” (Niesche, 2014, p.7). 
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The rise of neoliberalism as the “grand narrative of our time”, highlights the impact 

of neoliberal policies on quality definitions in the Singapore context and points to two 

distinct points (Moss, 2014, p.60): 

 Arising conflicts between perspectives result in justifying which one perspective 

supersedes another 

 Identification of the limitation of one perspectives over the other perspectives 

The study hopes to move away from the conflicts and discussion of what is 

considered as the way in understanding quality. Instead the study focuses on localising 

quality conceptualisations within Singapore kindergartens by providing an in-depth 

interpretative Singaporean study. This Singaporean ‘new story’ (Moss, 2014) aims to shifts 

the concept of quality towards the multiple quality perspectives (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005) 

and the complexity that exist within localised Singaporean settings. 

1.3 Purpose of the study 

The main purpose of this exploratory study is to understand what is defined as 

quality early childhood education in two local Singapore kindergartens. The study aims to 

understand quality understandings of principals, teachers and parents in their localised 

kindergarten context by considering the values, beliefs and experiences that influence 

conceptualisations of quality. The exploratory study reports on principals, teachers and 

parents’ quality perspectives through the use of Moss (2014) concept of stories that 

appropriate how quality perceived in the two local Singaporean kindergartens, is 

understood in a neoliberal Singapore early childhood landscape (see section 8.3.2).  Moss 

(2014; p.1) believes that stories help to “give meaning to the world” and how principals, 

teachers and parents respond to “policies, provisions and practices”. 

The primary research question for this study focuses on asking: 
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1. What is quality early childhood education from the perspectives of principals, 

teachers and parents in two Singapore kindergartens? 

The secondary research questions aim to provide more in-depth understandings into 

local quality perspectives: 

2. What are the connections between Singapore kindergarten quality perspectives 

and the Ministry of Education’s Revised Kindergarten Curriculum Framework? 

3. What are the emerging contemporary Singapore quality perspectives? 

This interpretative study, using a qualitative mixed methods approach seeks to 

provide an in-depth study into defining what constitutes quality within different Singapore 

kindergartens. By consciously moving away from the conflicts in determining truths in 

understanding quality perspectives, the study hopes to emphasize the importance of 

localised multiple perspectives that place quality at the centre of complexity and relativity. 

This study intends to acknowledge that these multiple quality definitions fulfil a secondary 

purpose by encouraging early childhood stakeholders to use a wider lens to perceive 

quality and see how quality can be reflected as a contextual and relative concept instead of 

adopting MOE’s top-down stipulated definition. The researcher hopes that these reflections 

on quality help to evolve quality understandings in local Singapore settings in the future by 

bringing to the forefront the need to reflect upon the local complexity of politics and 

cultural considerations. 

1.4 Significance of the study 

The exploratory study on understanding quality definitions in two Singaporean 

kindergartens is significant in several ways to establish localised and multiple quality 

conceptualisations as contributing to current Singapore quality literature: 

1.4.1 Recognition of the cultural context and politics of quality 

conceptualisations. Early childhood studies undertaken in quality research are 
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significantly quantitative in nature in the last decade, focusing on carrying out more 

objective, measurable and rational quality perspectives (Fenech, 2011). These quantitative 

studies use conceptual frameworks that aim to justify the benefits of quality outcomes 

rather than understanding the relativity of quality understandings. Similar Singapore local 

studies in quality also point to the focus of quantitative studies aim at measuring the 

benefits and effects of staff and physical environments in raising quality standards in the 

classroom (Retas & Kwan, 2000; Sharpe, 2000).  

By adopting a mixed methods approach towards understanding quality 

conceptualisations in two Singapore kindergartens, this study adopts a less conventional 

journey towards the exploration of new localised insights into quality. This is significant to 

a mainly regulated yet privatised early childhood education landscape. The definitions of 

quality include the experiences, perceptions and interpretations of different participants 

through the use of semi-structured interviews instead of situating participants’ perspectives 

to a set of numbers or as statistics. 

The study also acknowledges the importance of considering the cultural context of 

quality definitions and brings to the forefront the politics of quality conceptualisations 

within the Singapore kindergartens.  Participants’ findings identify that Confucian values 

embedded in Singapore local culture, are underpinned by neoliberal objectives that govern 

and steer quality conceptualisations towards a more stipulated outcome of managing selves 

and achievable desired outcomes. Neoliberal objectives are reflected in the Ministry of 

Education’s long-term perspective of providing a broad-based holistic education policy, 

aimed at bringing out the best in every child (Ministry of Education, 2015). This is carried 

out by the Desired Outcomes for Preschool Education in Singapore that purpose to 

integrate the basis for holistic education by starting from preschools. Preschool in 

Singapore lay the foundation as the Outcomes for Education are further developed towards 

more broad-based opportunities when children enter the mainstream education. This 
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represents universal and sociocultural perspectives towards how preschools contribute to 

building up necessary learning outcomes that aim to bring out the best in each child 

(Ministry of Education, 2012). This is further exemplified by Ministry of Education’s 

Revised Kindergarten Curriculum Framework that focuses on using these desired 

outcomes as the basis for developing the principles of holistic education. 

1.4.2 The notion of not situating in one grand narrative of quality. This study 

recognises the conflicts and complex discussions related to using a specific quality 

approach towards understanding quality conceptualisations. The notion of quality waves 

are used to categorise quality perspectives (Ebbeck & Waniganayake, 2003), to bring to 

the forefront differing politics and values that undergird the basic tenets of these 

perspectives (Logan et al., 2012). Quality waves are used in the literature review chapter in 

the form of the metaphor of a braided river (Logan et al., 2012) as the means to describe 

the differing quality perspectives existing in literature relating to quality. Quality waves 

represent the movement of quality perspectives as they raise and fall in accordance to 

government objectives of that particular time and space. The notion of quality waves is 

further discussed in section 2.3.  

The exploratory study of quality conceptualisations in two local kindergartens 

move away from these narratives of situating quality in a box, to prevent being caught in 

the political and values related perspectives (Lee & Walsh, 2005; Woodhead, 1998). The 

conscious recognition of quality waves as value-laden and political, again situates the 

concept of quality as complex and recognises the politics associated with the purpose of 

steering and governing quality understandings. This study shifts the commonly used 

sociocultural perspectives in Singapore education policy of ‘bringing the best out of each 

child’ (Ministry of Education, 2015), enhanced by early childhood documents (like MOE’s 

Revised Kindergarten Curriculum Framework and the Desired Outcomes for Preschool 

education) that look at Singapore early childhood education as a cultural whole. Instead, 
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the focus of this study emphasizes on the local setting and acknowledges the multiple 

quality perspectives that exist to form quality understandings in Singaporean 

kindergartens. The localised quality lens is kept simple and emphasizes the representation 

and interpretation of quality conceptualisations. 

1.4.3 Localised perspectives in two Singapore kindergartens. The two 

Singapore kindergartens participating in this study are locally perceived as good choices 

for preschool education. The Montessori- based kindergartens are thought of highly as one 

of the preferred choices of kindergarten in Singapore. Montessori’s popularity is the result 

of its philosophy and they are well accepted in Singapore. The study signifies that 

Singapore parents that are enrolled in the Montessori kindergarten are clear about the 

values that they would like their children to develop for life. Parents would also like to see 

children immersed in similar values at the kindergarten. Parents enrolled at the Theme-

based kindergartens point to the need for a happy environment where interaction takes the 

centre stage of learning and development. The focus on different philosophies suggest that 

parents determine how children will learn in a variety of settings. In this thesis, the 

localised perspectives on the two Singapore kindergartens are significant in providing 

information about Singapore’s culture and educational preferences in a highly privatised 

early childhood landscape. These localised quality perspectives are worthwhile as it 

contributes to the complex consideration of the impact of these perspectives on 

understanding quality initiatives and how future policies can take into consideration 

localised quality perspectives as the means to provide space for negotiation about quality. 

In addition, localised quality perspectives can contribute to the awareness of considering 

each kindergarten context and how individual kindergartens can use these differences in 

quality conceptualisations to develop their personalised quality framework. This further 

localised quality conceptualisations with the consideration of kindergarten context and 

helps to position quality as an emerging notion rather than a static concept. 



16 

1.4.4 Emergence of localised Singapore quality perspectives. The study 

highlights the in-depth interpretation of local participants’ quality perspectives as 

contradictory to what government policy documents refer to as parents expectations for 

higher quality education that prepare children academically for primary education. The 

localised quality perspectives points to the necessity of focusing on Confucian values that 

prepare children for life rather than focusing mainly on academic excellence. This 

localised quality perspectives from two Singapore kindergartens indicate that quality 

represents the multiplicity of perspectives and the overarching big picture of quality, 

indicating that political objectives and rational outcomes do not always necessary reflect 

localised quality understandings. Other emerging localised quality perspectives also 

differentiate the role of the teacher and the kindergarten space as the means to promote the 

kindergarten philosophy as factors promoting the development of Confucian values to 

promote life skills and preparation to meet life’s challenges.  Again, new emerging 

localised Singapore quality perspectives provides new understanding to related quality 

literature that suggest the need for more localised perspective on quality understandings. 

Structure of the Thesis 

This chapter aims to bring to the reader a summary of the background, need, 

purpose and significance of this study to explore the voices of principals, teachers and 

parents in two Singapore kindergartens in the area of quality early childhood education. 

Little is known about the local Singapore quality perspectives of early childhood 

education. This thesis aims to communicate how quality is perceived in the local contexts. 

This study is of use to researchers and policy makers who aim to understand how quality 

conceptualisations are developed, interpreted and presented in local Singapore early 

childhood settings.  

The structure of the thesis follows through the concept of using a localised lens to 

understand quality conceptualisations in two Singapore kindergartens. Chapter Two 
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provides a detailed literature overview of defining quality as a complex and value-laden 

concept. Quality conceptualisations are explained using the notion of quality waves. These 

different quality perspectives are related to neoliberal governance that significantly 

influence quality definitions. Neoliberalism is discussed as one of the main motivators in 

rising quality standards. The influence of neoliberal policies on quality early childhood 

education are explored.  

Chapter Three continues to situate the Singapore early childhood context in the 

second quality wave and highlights the unique local landscape that contribute to shape the 

way quality is conceptualised.  

Chapter Four focuses on introducing the interpretative paradigm used to 

conceptualise quality from the two Singapore kindergartens. A mixed method approach is 

explained as the appropriate research paradigm to provide complexity and dynamism 

through the opening up of dialogues for multiple ways of conceptualising quality (Greene, 

2008). A detailed kindergarten context is presented for each kindergarten to bring to the 

forefront the localised practices at each kindergarten.  

Chapter Five and Six report on the findings in phase one, an online questionnaire 

and phase two, the semi-structured interviews. Chapter Five presents phase one online 

questionnaire findings based on the each kindergarten context. Comparisons are made 

between the findings of both kindergarten contexts and these differences are highlighted to 

form the basis for the development of phase two semi-structured interview questions. 

Chapter Six continues to present the localised quality perspectives gathered from 

principals, teachers and parents from the two kindergartens. Two main themes are 

highlighted as characteristics of localised quality conceptualisations. These two themes 

represent a shift from academic excellence towards preparing children for life and how the 

kindergarten is identified as the promoter of instilling values in children. 
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Chapter Seven discusses the localised quality perspectives gathered from Chapter 

Five and Chapter Six. The chapter looks into the implications of the two themes in relation 

to participants’ responses, pointing to participants’ focus of a values related early 

childhood education and the kindergarten as the promoter of instilling values in children. 

Chapter Eight focuses on the connections in quality conceptualisations between 

participants and the MOE’s Revised Kindergarten Curriculum Framework. Differences in 

quality conceptualisations highlight the notion of neoliberal underpinnings governing and 

steering quality developments in kindergartens and participants’ choices in defining 

quality. The discussion on the fluidity of parents’ quality conceptualisations and MOE’s 

neoliberal quality perspectives are discussed. Chapter Nine places its emphasis on the 

implications of emerging Singapore quality perspectives and what this means in the area of 

values development and kindergarten as a possible social space for further negotiation and 

discussion. Recommendations also point to the inclusion of neoliberal considerations to 

provide a more holistic perspective to better understanding quality conceptualisations.  

Chapter Ten concludes the thesis with the recommendation for more open dialogue 

between the kindergarten and parents to create a kindergarten space of negotiation and 

inclusion. It raised the possibility to create a localised definition of quality. Other 

recommendations for early childhood practices include the consideration of how the 

kindergartens can translate values development and lifelong skills in children, the inclusion 

of stakeholders as believers of kindergarten values and the recruitment of teachers with 

similar values to the kindergarten philosophy. Implications for practice also include the 

discussion on what the fourth wave may look like, taking into consideration neoliberalism 

and the inclusion of localised quality conceptualizations as main contributors. Future 

research may include the extension of the study towards a wider group of kindergartens 

and study the adaptation of quality experiences a few years after the implementation of 

MOE’s Revised Kindergarten Curriculum Framework.  
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Introduction 

Quality is a common buzz word used to represent the raising of standards in the era 

of the rise in globalisation and intense competition throughout the globe. In the early 

childhood education context, quality is a concept that is typically understood as a dominant 

discourse, guiding and steering the way stakeholders, like principals, teachers, parents and 

children, respond to behave, and perceive quality (Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 1999). 

Quality as a dominant discourse can be explained by the progressive nature of quality to 

meet the growing need for more accountability and efficiency early childhood as an 

investment (Moss, 2014). 

In this chapter, quality is defined as a concept that is complex and value-laden. 

Quality perspectives are not universal but relative, subjective and multiple in nature. The 

complexity of quality as a concept is discussed in section 2.2. The multiple perspectives on 

quality are described using the notion of quality waves in section 2.3, to represent the 

development of quality through the different time and space. Waves are used to describe 

the rising up and down of quality perspectives in accordance to the agenda of government 

and the economic development of globalisation. These three waves highlight the progress 

of quality using economic growth and success as a benchmark, the identification of quality 

indicators as means of assessment, the consideration of ecological perspectives and culture 

as means to increase quality early childhood education. 

Neoliberalism is discussed as one of the main motivators for rising quality in early 

childhood education in section 2.4. Neoliberal polices are situated in the second quality 

wave where governments implement policies focusing on quality outcomes like structural 

and process factors. The impact of neoliberal policies used to raise quality in early 

childhood education include tools like Accreditation Framework and Early Childhood 
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Environmental Rating Scale (ECERS-R). These tools are highlighted in section 2.5-2.6, to 

highlight the promotion of neoliberal agendas. Developmental child theories like Piaget’s 

development stages, Developmentally Appropriate Practice (DAP) and developmental 

psychology also focused on narrowing quality perspectives towards a more accountable 

and universalistic way of perceiving quality and child development. This is explained 

through the support of a more quantifiable measurement of quality through the universal 

view that the level of quality education and children’s progress can be tracked by 

developmental stages and the best appropriate practices for each stage of a child’s 

development.    

The discussion on the three quality waves and the seven categorisation of these 

three quality waves situate the development quality conceptualisations mainly within the 

confines of government objectives and predetermined outcomes. The discussion of 

neoliberalism and its agenda highlighted tools that further promote the benefits of 

neoliberal quality outcomes and effectiveness. These neoliberal perspectives also promote 

quality as a universal concept, confined by a specific notion of understanding quality early 

childhood education through theories and practices. However, section 2.7 points to the 

need to include more localised quality perspectives since these perspectives are lacking in 

quality early childhood literature. As the third quality wave focuses on culture and the 

multiplicities of quality perspectives, this demonstrates the importance of situating quality 

within local cultural environments especially in the Singapore context where quality early 

childhood literature focus on more quantifiable means of defining quality and measuring 

outcomes. The focus on culture and the inclusion of multiple quality perspectives 

foreground quality as a concept of possibilities rather than universal concept understood as 

standardised across early childhood contexts.  
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2.2 Defining quality – a complex and value-laden concept 

Quality is a concept that is undergirded with subjective values and beliefs, relative 

in nature and dynamic in its process, creating opportunities for multiplicities (Ebbeck & 

Waniganayake, 2003; Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 1999; Lee & Walsh, 2004; Woodhead, 

1998).  

Dahlberg, Moss and Pence (1999) explain that the complexity of quality is 

contributed by the notion of quality.  

The age of quality is upon us. But ‘quality’ itself is not a neutral word. It is a 

socially constructed concept, with very particular meanings, produced through what 

we refer to as ‘discourse of quality’ 

This perspective of quality as “not neutral” suggests that quality early childhood 

education is not situated within only one way of thinking but encompasses the inclusion of 

“multiplicities of languages” of thinking and practices (Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 1999, 

p.2, 87). Dahlberg, Moss and Pence (1999, p.87) explain their rationale about the notion of 

quality and the complexity that exist within the discourse of quality: 

It seems to us that the discourse of quality can be understood as a product of 

Enlightenment thinking, and modernity’s zest for order and mastery. As such, it 

views the world through a modernist lens, and complements modernist 

constructions of the young child and early childhood institution. 

Dahlberg, Moss and Pence (1999) believe that quality is laden with modernist 

principles and adopting a view on quality using the notion of “making sense” through 

“dialogue and critical reflection, drawing on concrete human experience rather than 

exercise in abstracting, categorizing and mapping” (p.107). Moss (2005) explains that 

recognising quality as “part of a regime of truth or dominant discourse” points to the 

“technical nature” and the “taken for granted” perspectives towards values as “rendered 

invisible” (p.406). Instead of focusing on one possibility of viewing quality, opening up 

quality understandings to negotiation, multiplicities and recognising diversity, allows 
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quality to be understood as “a discursive act, always made in relationship with others” 

(Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 1999, p.87). MacNaughton (1995) believes that quality 

understandings can be moved along by “reflective practice” that aims at questioning the 

knowledge and power dominating values and beliefs undergirding quality early childhood 

education (p.6). Raban, Ure and Waniganayake (2003, p.73) also add to the subjectivity of 

perceiving quality early childhood education as multiple in nature by addressing how child 

development is perceived in early childhood settings. 

We no longer see ourselves as the ‘gatekeeper’ on child development 

understandings, but welcome the knowledge and expertise of others as we work 

together to enhance each child’s development. The reason why no single 

perspective accounts for the whole child is that these dimensions interact in 

different ways for different children across different times, and this 

multidimensional approach to viewing child development is helping us to keep the 

dialogue surrounding practice fresh and challenging. 

Dahlberg, Moss and Pence (1999, p.7-8) support the notion that the multiplicity of 

quality early childhood education cannot be isolated. Instead they believe: 

Quality cannot be analysed without also analysing early childhood and early 

childhood institutions and all in turn need to be located within an analysis of the 

times in which we live. 

Logan, Press and Sumsion (2012) support opening up to multiple perspectives and 

perceiving quality in early childhood education as “multi-dimensional” and “an integral 

concept for early childhood policy; child care; and broader social, economic and policy 

issues” (p.10). Quality as multidimensional is understood under the pretext that 

“communities are neither static nor unidimensional”, comprising of “the larger social 

fabric” (Raban, Ure & Waniganayake, 2003, p.73). Woodhead (1998) contributes to the 

argument for more contextual appropriate understanding of quality rather than conforming 

to the western developed practices like Developmental Appropriate Practices in cultural 

contexts that contradict the philosophies of its practices. Woodhead (1999) uses the 
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metaphor of a goldfish to describe the limitation of adopting a one sided lens to view 

quality through developmental psychology, “much like the metaphorical goldfish swims 

around the goldfish bowl, oblivious to the water that sustains both themselves and their 

subjects”(p.6). A one size fits all perspective focusing on “universalistic thinking” on 

quality practices “does not leave much room for negotiation” (Woodhead, 1999, p.14). 

“Bridging the gap between universalistic abstractions about child development and the 

reality of diverse, day-to-day childhood experiences” add to the “relativity across and 

within contexts and cultures” (ibid, p.15). 

The quality perspectives discuss in this section indicate that quality as a definition 

is complex, value-laden and underlines with political, economic intended agendas and 

purposes, to use quality as a concept to meet predetermined objectives. The complexity 

and value-laden nature of quality and the different quality perspectives are discussed in 

more detail through the quality waves defined in section 2.3. 

 

2.3 Quality perspectives defined by three waves of quality 

Ebbeck & Waniganayake (2003) use the notion of quality waves to represent the 

development of quality perspectives that reflect quality views emerging in a specific time 

and space. Quality is not a new concept to early childhood education. Three main historical 

development of quality are described by quality literature as first wave, second wave and 

third wave, to describe the movement of quality perspectives over the decades that 

represent political and economic demands of that particular time and space (Ebbeck & 

Waniganayake, 2003; Logan, Press & Sumsion, 2012). Even though the first main wave 

took place in the 1960s, the values of quality perspectives underlying decisions are still 

current.  

To situate the multiple perspectives of quality early childhood education, this study 

uses Logan, Press and Sumsion (2012)’s characterisation of quality perspectives of seven 
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non-exhaustive categories to highlight the differing values and beliefs in each quality 

wave. Logan, Press and Sumsion (2012) term these seven non-exhaustive categories of 

quality perspectives as quality “streams” that add to form the “braided river metaphor” 

reflecting quality early childhood education (p.5).  These seven categorisation of quality 

perspectives (streams) are  

 Quality for economic and social gains where quality aims to provide 

underprivileged or high risk children with opportunities to improve their cognitive 

developmental outcomes (Penn, 2002);  

 Quality related to structure and process indicators which investigate the effects of 

structure and process factors on quality outcomes (Burchinal, Vandergrift, Pianta, 

& Mashburn, 2010);  

 Early Childhood policy implementations that are related to quality like 

Accreditation, Quality Assurance Systems, Curriculum Frameworks (Fenech, 

Sumsion & Goodfellow, 2006);  

 Quality perspectives are gathered from stakeholders where these diverse 

perspectives are considered in the understanding of quality early childhood 

education (Elliot, 2003; Lam, 1999); 

 Considering the contextual nature of quality involves the cultural aspects of 

communities and individuals (Noble, 2007; Rogoff, 1994);  

 Challenging quality dominant discourse where values and beliefs of modernity 

underlying the concept of quality are challenged (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005; 

Dahlberg, Moss, & Pence, 1999; Moss, 2005; Moss & Petrie, 2002) and  

 The historical and contemporary examination of quality perspectives where the 

research on quality in the last three decades reveal mostly a positivist western 

dominated perspective (Fenech, 2011).  
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These seven quality perspectives are contextualised and categorise further 

according to the different waves in the next few sections.  

2.3.1 First wave quality perspective: Quality for economic and social gains. 

The first wave of quality developed at a time where quality increasingly gained attention 

with the shift from more industrialised countries to “service and knowledge-based 

economies” (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2006, p.20). It 

was this shift that resulted in huge demands for high “population/employment ratio” as 

requirements for growth and success (OECD, 2006, p.20). This shift led to the need for 

more women to join the workforce to meet the demands of supply. This trend resulted to 

more childcare services as women spent time out of the home to join the workforce. As 

women/mothers were the traditional care-givers in the family, discussions about the ill-

effects of childcare increasingly gain attention (Dalli, White, & Duhn, 2011; Elliott, 2006; 

Logan et al., 2012).  

This new awareness in the 1960s-1970s results in new research focusing on the 

“cost-benefit analysis” (Elliott, 2006, p.25) of intervention programs and international 

bodies in providing opportunities for children at risk to be productive citizens (Logan et al., 

2012). The World Bank adopted a redeeming perspective to the countries that were battling 

poverty issues. The World Bank recognised their vested interest in the “redevelopment and 

reconstruction of debilitated economies” and focused on the concept of investing inhuman 

capital where education is perceived as a solution to poverty issues (Penn, 2002, p.119). 

The World Bank’s perspective of using education as a means to solve poverty issues 

perceived education as universal in different contexts (Penn, 2002).   

Other examples of quality focusing on the benefits of long term investment of 

economic and social gains in early childhood education was a perspective adopted by 

international bodies like Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD) and intervention programs implemented in the United States (US) to improve the 
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opportunities of less fortunate children like Head Start, High Scope and Perry Preschool 

(USA) (Elliott, 2006; Gammage, 2006; OECD, 2006). The OECD focused on the basic 

principle that “one life stage begets learning in the next” (OECD, 2006, p.37). The OCED 

believed that by establishing positive learning experiences in early childhood that 

productivity levels increased at the next life stage and the notion of sustainable investment 

that leads to long term benefits (OECD, 2006). Programs focused on improving the 

opportunities of high risk children also adopted this quality perspective where the 

objectives of programs were to improve the academic and cognitive development 

outcomes of children (Elliott, 2006). The Head Start programs in the USA were examples 

of programs meeting the needs of the community. Other projects like the Abecedarian 

Project aimed at increasing more long term developments like school intention and 

antisocial behaviour (Elliott, 2006). 

In Australia, the period of the 1960s became a period of both public and political 

interest as the demand for childcare was more than the supply of childcare services in the 

market (Logan et al., 2012). In this instance, economics became the foreground of 

providing quality in early childhood services. The same economic perspectives influenced 

Singapore in the same period as 1965 saw the independence of Singapore and the 

beginning of developing a first class workforce (Tan, Gopinathan & Ho, 1997).  

 However, quality perspectives based on economic and social gains also drew 

contrary perspectives to developing quality in underprivileged and high risk children. Penn 

(2005) questioned the integrity of linking the ideological and methodological and of 

linking “past, present and future in human development” (p.49). Penn (2005) believed that 

the questioning of conformance to structural rationalities and universalities of scientific 

evidence limits the notion of children from different cultural backgrounds compared to the 

perception of prescribed western-dominated childhood (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005; Penn, 

2005). This challenging of universal rationalities opened up the consideration of children 
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and the notion of childhood as a cultural phenomenon (Penn, 2005; Roer-Strier, 1996; 

Woodhead, 1999). Thus, quality is not limited to the political dominance of meeting 

economic and social objectives. New ways of seeing provides new possibilities of 

perceiving quality in early childhood education. 

2.3.2 Second wave quality perspectives. The second wave of quality evolved in 

the1980s where the interest in the benefits of childcare lead to more research focusing to 

identify quality indicators that would lead to desired child development outcomes (Dalli, 

White & Duhn, 2011; Ebbeck & Waniganayake, 2003). It was during this period of interest 

in identifying the indicators in the structural environment that contributed to increased 

emphasis on quality environments and education. Some structural factors under 

investigation in this quality perspective include: the teacher-child ratio, the physical 

environment, curriculum, qualified teachers (Cassidy, Hestenes, Hansen, Hegde, Shim & 

Hestenes, 2005; Ceglowski, 2004; Dalli et al., 2011; Jalongo, Fennimore, Pattnaik, 

Laverick, Brewster & Mutuku, 2004; Ponitz, Rimm-Kaufman, Grimm & Curby, 2009). In 

this quality perspective, there was also a shift in structural factors towards using 

assessment instruments like the Early Childhood Environmental Rating Scale (ECERS-R) 

to measure these quality indicators (Fenech, 2011; Harms, 2005). The usage of assessment 

instruments aims to measure quality indicators and provides a foundational basis for 

quality through the regulation of these environmental quality indicators (Fenech, 2011). 

The second wave represents two quality streams - quality related to structure and 

process indicators and early childhood policy related to quality (Logan et al., 2012). 

Quality related to structure and process indicators focus on measuring indicators as means 

to increase quality level and performance outcomes in the classroom. Studies undertaken in 

association to teacher qualifications, children’s literacy outcomes and longitudinal studies 

often use Early Childhood Environmental Rating Scale (ECERS-R) to ensure quality 

assurance. The effects of ECERS-R are discussed in the later part of this section to 
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emphasize how structural and process quality factors contribute to the benefits of raising 

quality standards. 

2.3.2.1 Quality related to structure and process indicators.Quality related to 

structure and process indicators are developed based on the influence of structure and 

process indicators. Quality based on structural and process indicators are dominated mainly 

by outcome orientations (Lee & Walsh, 2004). The literature focus in this perspective 

highlight children’s developmental outcomes like reading, literacy and language 

development, social-emotional development and school readiness (McKic, Butty & Green, 

2012; Melhuish, 1993; Mims, Scott-Little, Lower, Cassidy, & Hestenes, 2008; Ponitz, 

Rimm-Kaufman, Grimm & Curby, 2009). Developmental outcomes are achieved through 

the measurement of structural and process indicators. Structural indicators include areas 

like teacher-child ratio, teacher qualifications, physical environments, group size (Dennis 

& Connor, 2013; Mims et al., 2008; Phillips, Mekos, Scarr, McCartney & Abbot-Shim, 

2000). Process indicators are defined to include teacher child interaction, teacher-child 

relationship, curriculum and activities (Burchinal, Vandergrift, Pianta & Mashburn, 2010; 

Phillips et al., 2000).  

Structural and process indicators are commonly measured using scales and 

longitudinal study to measure their effects in early childhood environments. The Early 

Childhood Environmental Rating Scale (ECERS-R) is a scale frequently used to measure 

child care quality associated to children’s development (Gordon, Fujimoto, Kaestner, 

Korenman, & Abner, 2013). Countries like Singapore and Australia are examples that have 

adopted rating scales to access and aid in the improvement of structural and process 

indicators in early childhood services. Singapore adapted the ECER-R to develop the 

Singapore Preschool Accreditation Framework (SPARK) (Preschool Connect, 2012). 

SPARK was developed under the pretext of assisting preschool leaders with the objectives 

of attaining quality standards and improvements through a Quality Rating Scale (ibid).  
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SPARK believes in the role of leaders to use the quality scale to drive and improve on 

quality levels in their preschool environment in the areas of curriculum, structure and 

process (Preschool Connect, 2012). The Ministry of Education Singapore (MOE) believes 

that SPARK contributes to moving Singapore preschools forward in forging a higher level 

of quality. The National Quality Framework (NQF) implemented in Australia in 2010 also 

uses a five point scale to evaluate preschools: excellent, high quality, national quality 

standard, operating level or unsatisfactory. The NQF that focuses on improving structural 

and process indicators like a more qualified early childhood workforce, lower teacher to 

child rations and relooking at regulatory policies (ibid). These rating scale results are made 

available to parents online so that they can keep track on the quality provided at their 

children’s early childhood services and improve the developmental outcomes for children 

(Preschool Connect 2012). 

The use of scales reports on the different relationships between structural and 

process indicators that can improve the quality of early childhood outcomes. Some of these 

structural and process indicators research upon include the influence of teachers’ 

qualifications on quality environment (Mims et al., 2008), the effects of quality teacher 

interactions on social competence, lower behavioural problems (Burchinal et al., 2010) and 

children’s literacy (Ponitz et al., 2009), group size, teacher child ratio influencing quality 

classrooms (Phillips et al., 2000), good management on quality practices in early childhood 

services (Dennis & Connor, 2013; Rao, Koong, Kwong & Wong, 2003). 

Structural and process indicators are also measured through longitudinal studies 

like the Effective Provision of Pre-school Education (EPPE) Project in the United 

Kingdom (UK) (Sylva, Melhuish, Sammons, Siraj-Blatchford & Taggart, 2004). In the 

context of the EPPE project in the UK, this is the first European longitudinal study that 

research into children aged between three to seven years with the objective of investigating 

the effects of early childhood education. The EPPE report reflects the benefits of providing 
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high quality early childhood education in the area of cognitive and social-emotional 

development, measured at the entry of primary school and at the end of the first and second 

year of primary school (Sylva et al., 2004). EPPE also associates the benefits of staff with 

higher qualifications, interactive communication with children and the importance of 

recognising the relationship between social development and education (ibid).  

Lee and Walsh (2004) review program evaluations over the last three decades and 

conclude that program evaluations focus on outcome-outcome, particularly cognitive 

outcome and methodology oriented outcomes. However, they question the power and 

belief in dominating these evaluations in the area of measurable outcomes, the quality of 

physical environments leading to increased cognitive development and the investment 

returns of programs.  Measurable outcomes are the result of neoliberal policies that focus 

on efficient systems and the rationalisation of behaviour, thought towards specific 

outcomes (Yuen, 2010). Gordan, Fujimoto, Kaestner, Korenman and Abnerl (2013) also 

question the validity of ECERS-R as there is little empirical evidence to suggest its validity 

to support the usage in ECERS-R in early childhood and its policy. Their research in the 

assessment of the validity of ECERS-R add to the existing literature which suggest that 

there is low relationship between quality child care and child development outcomes (ibid). 

Cassidy, Hestenes, Hansen, Hegde, Shim and Hestenes (2005) also question the validity of 

ECERS-R as their research reflected many of the variances being unaccounted and 

research findings indicated moderate relationships between child care quality and 

children’s outcomes. They suggest that the consideration of process indicators together 

with contextual factors of individual children and teachers provide more in-depth 

perspectives into quality (Cassidy et al., 2005). 

2.3.2.2 Early childhood policy related to quality 

The other quality stream contributing to the second wave of quality literature is 

related to early childhood policy or regulations implemented to achieve quality outcomes. 
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Regulations act like a guide to ensure that desired quality outcomes occur, for example like 

quality assurance in the areas of curriculum, staff qualifications, professional development, 

parental engagement and leadership (Chan & Chan, 2003). The OCED (2001, p.3) reports 

that governments use tools like:  

…framework documents and goals-led steering; voluntary standards and 

accreditation; dissemination of research and information; judicious use of special 

funding; technical support to local management; raising the training and status of 

staff; encouraging self-evaluation and action-practitioner research; and establishing 

a system of democratic checks and balances which includes parents” to promote 

quality improvement and assurances.  

In Singapore, the national education policy focuses on ‘bringing out the best out of 

each child’ and the long term perspective of lifelong learning. The national education 

policy influences the desired learning outcomes from early childhood to tertiary education 

and the objectives are consistent in establishing opportunities and instilling the positive 

mind set towards continuous learning. Desired outcomes are supported through the 

injection of investments in raising teacher quality standards, new technologies and a broad-

based, holistic curriculum, to provide opportunities for different potentials to be developed 

(Ministry of Education, 2015). The national education policy perceives early childhood 

education as laying the foundation for future learning. This led to the development of early 

childhood infrastructure and tools that support the government’s education policy. They 

include voluntary accreditation standards like the Singapore Preschool Accreditation 

Framework (SPARK) and the raise of training standards, qualifications and status of 

teachers (Ministry of Education, 2008; Preschool Connect, 2012). A more detailed 

discussion of Singapore’s early childhood policy and its educational development is 

presented in section 3.2.  

 In Australia, voluntary accreditation standards like the National Quality 

Improvement and Accreditation System (QIAS) and the raising of the status of teachers 
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through the Early Years Learning Framework (EYLF), help to improve on the quality 

standards in early childhood education (Bown & Sumsion, 2007; Ortlipp, Arthur & 

Woodrow, 2011). Examples of other countries supporting early childhood education using 

tools include developing curriculum frameworks that include community practices and the 

inclusion of home partnership in New Zealand’s early childhood curriculum, Te Whariki 

and developmentally appropriate curriculum documents like The Guide to Pre-primary 

curriculum in Hong Kong, contribute to increase quality engagements (Chan & Chan, 

2003; New Zealand Ministry of Education, 1996).  

Regulations in the form of policies in early childhood education result in desired 

developmental and cognitive outcomes. The qualifications of teachers represent one factor 

of increasing the quality outcome of children. Teachers with a Bachelor’s degree are 

believed to be more interactive with children and provide children with activities to 

develop their language and literacy skills (Sarcho & Spodek, 2007). Early, Bryant, Pianta, 

Clifford, Burchinal, Ritchie, Howes and Barbarin (2006) like Sarcho and Spodek (2007) 

propose that teachers’ qualifications are important but they are not enough to determine 

quality environments and ensure cognitive development. In their research involving 237 

pre-kindergartens classrooms and over 800 children  over multi-states in USA through 

classroom observation, direct child assessment and questionnaires from teachers 

recommend that there are few associations between “education, majors, or credentials and 

classroom quality or children’s outcomes”  (Early et al., 2006, p.174). Instead, Early, 

Bryant, Pianta, Clifford, Burchinal, Ritchie, Howes and Barbarin (2006) recommend that 

centre administrations can contribute to quality by developing measures that track quality 

in the area of what takes place in the classroom daily. 

However, regulations in the form of policies lead to debates about political agendas 

underlining early childhood objectives in quality and outcomes. Jensen, Brostrom and 

Hansen (2010) believe that the “political masquerades as the technical” leading to the 
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concept of schoolification (p.243). Schoolification is defined by Jensen, Brostrom & 

Hansen (2010) as “the tendency to understand early years in the light of school” instead on 

its own terms (p.252). Ang (2014b) suggest that this is a reminder of the influence of the 

“consumerist state” where prevailing neoliberal values govern how early childhood 

education is perceived (p.187). 

Traditional political perspectives focus on the benefits of early childhood education 

by highlighting the return of investment on the amount spent on early childhood education 

(Brown, 2006). Brown (2006) questions the notion of return of investment as this 

perspective limits early childhood education to economics instead on the focus of rights to 

high quality early childhood education. Brown (2006) believes that the shift of 

perspectives to the rights of children to high quality education make available high quality 

education to all children instead of selective groups of underprivileged children like Head 

Start programs and Perry Preschool program in the United States.  

Other perspectives focus on the power and agency behind regulations and policies 

in early childhood education. Fenech, Sumsion and Goodfellow (2006) question the notion 

of power behind regulation like QIAS that result in outcomes that inhibit teachers to 

engage in quality practices. Fenech, Sumsion and Goodfellow (2006) highlight the 

“unfulfilled intentions and unintended outcomes” (Fenech et al., 2006, p.46) that includes a 

narrow conceptualisation of quality, focusing on “normalized and increasing regulatory 

accountabilities” (Fenech & Sumsion, 2007a, p.109). Ang (2014b) questions the intent of 

standardised testing and assessments as means to focus on developing the child into 

“potentially productive individuals” (p.188) rather than “safeguard the over-riding 

principles of preschool education as a way of providing children with the opportunities of 

an inclusive, equitable and enriching early experience” (p.195).  Bown and Sumsion 

(2007) use the metaphor of “behind the fences” to describe how teachers’ practices are not 

reflected in government policies (p. 32). Bown and Sumsion (2007) perceive regulations as 
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problematic as they limit teachers in the areas of their passion, dedications and on the way 

they teach. Regulations are a representation of how centres operate and the broader 

perspective of how quality is perceived by government agencies (ibid). Regulations are 

like a top-down approach on teachers to follow and meet regulations. This top-down 

approach infringes on teachers’ beliefs and values. The effects of top-down regulations are 

reported to affect teachers in the area of mistrust and fear. Bown and Sumsion’s (2007) 

research on teachers’ perspectives on mandatory requirements indicate that teachers do not 

believe that their abilities are able to make sound decisions and their efforts are not 

acknowledged in the regulatory system. These negative practitioners’ perspectives produce 

by interaction with regulation inhibit teachers from developing their passion and 

dedications in transforming their knowledge into quality practices (Bown & Sumsion, 

2007). 

Osgood (2006) recognises that agency can contribute to this issue of 

acknowledging teachers.  Osgood (2006) suggests that teachers should be perceived as 

individuals who are “active in challenging, negotiating and reforming discourses” instead 

of fitting into a social structure (p.5). Osgood (2006) challenges the notion of teachers as 

passive doers of regulations; instead they present the possibilities of resisting regulations. 

Osgood’s (2006) perspectives suggest that power and agency present teachers to be active 

contributors in the notion of conceptualising quality. Osgood’s (2006) suggestion is similar 

to Dahlberg, Moss and Pence’s (2005) notion of exploring new possibilities in perceiving 

quality instead of determining quality as an objective reality. Hopkins and Stern (1996) 

provide a more synergised perspective to teachers’ contribution to quality when 

considering regulations. Hopkins and Stern (1996) perceive teachers as being at the heart 

of any quality movement and their perspectives should be considered as an individual, in 

the classroom and at the school. The synergy of these three areas in relation to policy 

should be reflected in how teachers fit into values and beliefs of the school (Alexander, 
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2010; Hopkins & Stern, 1996). This means that regulations need to consider a broader 

context of different perspectives of quality rather than focusing on government structures 

and objectives.  

2.3.3 Third wave quality perspectives. The third wave of quality emerging in 

the 1990s focused on a wider discussion to include the consideration of ecological 

perspectives like family, the child’s home environment, social interaction and 

consideration of socio cultural context in the discussion of quality early childhood 

education (Dalli et al., 2011; Fenech, 2011). The consideration of ecological perspectives 

led to a shift of perspective about quality towards questioning the dominant discourse in 

early childhood and to the consideration of new possibilities (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005; 

Moss, 2005; Tobin, 2005). Instead of adopting a universal perspective towards 

understanding quality early childhood education, there is a shift towards challenging 

standardised and prescribed perspectives of the quality dominant discourse. This 

perspective acknowledges the complexity of measuring quality contextually with the 

consideration of multiple perspectives (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005; Raban, Ure & 

Waniganayake, 2003; Woodhead, 1999). These multiple perspectives are reflected in the 

acknowledgment of culture, their practices, societal beliefs and values in the consideration 

of quality in early childhood education (Roer-Strier, 1996). Research focusing on quality 

as multiple perspectives also suggests that considering different lenses, aid in identifying 

and understanding the underpinning values which undergird our actions, thinking and 

practice (Moss & Petrie, 2002). Moss and Petrie (2002) describe the exercise as a process 

of making “the invisible visible, the familiar strange” and their work supports the 

uncovering of fresh possibilities in early childhood education (p.10).  

The third wave quality perspectives reflect four quality streams that contest the 

underlying values and beliefs of modernity influencing mostly positivist research carried 

out in the quality literature. The four quality-related streams also include the need to 
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include stakeholder perspectives like parents, teachers, principals, regulators when 

conceptualising quality. This quality stream also consists of the consideration of cultural 

context on practices, the influence of values and beliefs on the conceptualisations of 

quality and challenges to the quality dominant discourse to include new possibilities 

developed through negotiation and contested views. This third wave focuses on revealing 

the importance of including all stakeholder perspectives in their cultural context and the 

consideration of challenging the dominant discourse of quality that limits perspectives to 

western orientation instead of opening spaces for the negotiation of differences. According 

to Fenech (2011), studies related to this quality stream were not frequently carried out as 

more positivist investigation into quality early childhood literature are favoured over 

contextualised quality perspectives. The third wave perspectives argues for an inclusion of 

diverse perspectives, for the understanding of differences and the negotiating of new 

possibilities. 

2.3.3.1 Historical and contemporary perspectives of quality.The first quality 

perspective highlights the limited literature investigating the historical and contemporary 

examination of early childhood education. Fenech (2011) is one of the few studies that 

provided an analysis of quality conceptualisation across three decades. Fenech’s (2011) 

findings suggest that there is a western dominance through the positivist paradigm used in 

understanding quality early childhood education. The dominance of a positivist paradigm 

seems to suggest that early childhood education is governed by notions of a dominant 

discourse that attribute to more structural related indicators as predictors of quality. As 

discussed earlier, these structural indicators as predictors of quality are like measurable 

outcomes using scales (Fenech, 2011). The dominant discourse of measuring structural 

indicators is reflective of a top-down regulated perspective in the context of neoliberalism 

(Hursh, 2005). Neoliberal policies act to steer the field towards desired outcomes by 

providing individuals with the freedom to choose their quality early childhood education. 



37 

This freedom of choice is questionable as power relations undergird stakeholders’ 

definition of quality (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005; Dahlberg et al., 1999).  

Based on Fenech’s (2011) findings on research methodologies, most studies 

undertake quantitative methodological approaches to research about quality (87.3%) while 

only 7.1% are representative of qualitative methodologies. This is not surprising taking 

into account the positivist paradigms use in these research. This suggests that parents, 

teachers and children’s perspectives are not represented and reflected in the understanding 

of quality early childhood education. In other words, the perception of quality is often 

limited to represent western dominated discourse grounded in their concept of universality 

in child development (Burman, 2008; Fenech & Sumsion, 2007b).  Dahlberg, Moss and 

Pence (2005) question the dominant truths about developmental theories and how these 

dominant truths develop blind spots that cloud the actual conceptualisation of quality 

(Fenech, 2011). Bown and Sumsion (2007) describe these blind spots as a “metaphorical 

regulatory fence” where teachers’ are hindered from exploring their professional freedom, 

developing their integrity and passion (p.30).  

Regulations developed as a result of positivist outcomes frame the way teachers 

create and develop their classroom environment and learning opportunities for children. 

Logan, Press and Sumsion (2012) recommend a focus on political and historical factors 

that can lead to identifying cultural indicators, possible tensions and challenges. These 

cultural indicators, possible tensions and challenges highlight new alternate perspectives, 

new possibilities to dominant discourse of perceiving quality early childhood education 

(Moss & Petrie, 2002). Focusing only on a positivist paradigm limits and excludes 

different perspectives and voices from conceptualising quality.  

2.3.3.2 Quality gathered from stakeholders’ perspectives. The next third wave 

quality stream focused on the importance of including stakeholders’ perspectives when 

understanding quality conceptualisations. The literature reflecting stakeholders’ quality 
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perspectives can be divided in two exhaustive areas – local context stakeholder 

perspectives and comparative stakeholders’ perspectives between different contexts. 

Stakeholder’s perspectives are defined by Katz’s (1992) five perspectives: top-down, 

bottom-up, inside, outside-inside and societal perspectives. Katz (1992) believes that these 

five perspectives are important in contributing different perspectives and meaning to the 

notion of quality. Within each stakeholder perspective also reflects their unique 

understanding and quality criteria of what quality represents. Katz (1992) shares how a 

top-down perspective developed regulated quality criteria may not necessary be perceived 

or practiced as an important quality criteria by bottom and outside-in perspectives. Katz’s 

(1992) believes this represents “discrepancies” in meeting and understanding quality 

amidst multiple perspectives (p.70).  

Farquhar (1990) like Katz’s (1992) proposed a consideration of the multiple 

perspectives of quality by indicating that the understanding of different perspectives and 

cultural practices promote the implementation of quality education. Sharing from the 

political, social and educational context of New Zealand, Farquhar (1990) acknowledges 

the consideration of four different views that helped in providing perspectives into 

promoting quality. Farquhar (1990) believes that the consideration of parents’ perspectives 

provide the opportunities for children to experience continuity from school to home. In 

addition, parents’ perspectives also aid in the development of quality to meet the needs of 

parental expectations. Farquhar (1990) also identifies staff perspectives as important 

contributions to understanding quality.  Understanding staff perspectives provides insights 

into how they perceive their roles as teachers and the beliefs they hold about their 

positions. The understanding of child development perspective helps to create and develop 

environments that contribute to improve children’s learning experiences.  Cultural 

perspectives are able to contextualise quality and provide a localised perspective of quality 

(Farquhar, 1990; Tobin, 2005).  
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 Katz’s (1992) five stakeholder perspectives help to categorise the literature 

undertaken to better understand stakeholders’ perspectives on quality early childhood 

education. As the purpose of research focuses on understanding quality within their 

kindergarten site or country, a country analysis of stakeholder perspectives in the literature 

helps to identify the contextualised factors influencing quality perceptions. The understudy 

of Hong Kong’s early childhood education as an example is used to present the importance 

of considering local quality context. Hong Kong early childhood education represents a 

privately run landscape within a cultural context where early childhood education is 

perceived as a preparation journey for primary school (Chan & Chan, 2003).  

Hong Kong’s education system is described as “highly competitive and rigid” with 

the purpose of perceiving university as the “dominant force” to influence “decision-making 

process regarding schooling” (Chan & Chan, 2003, p.11). With this cultural understanding 

of pragmatic reasons and pressure resulting from the competitive education system, 

parents’ expectations focus on choosing kindergartens that help their children to push 

through to primary education (Chan & Chan, 2003; Lam, 1999). This meant that parents’ 

expectations play contributing roles in how the kindergarten is set up in the areas of 

“curriculum, and teaching approaches” (Chan & Chan, 2003, p.11), in Hong Kong’s 

market driven landscape (Ho, 2008). This can be attributed to Hong Kong’s historical and 

social context associated with its colonialist background and strategic position as a 

business hub (Yuen, 2010). Yuen (2010) explains that colonialism occurs through the 

colonization of a specific area or through “colonizing the minds of citizens” (Yuen, 2010, 

p.85). In this case, Hong Kong parents are exposed to the history of the British colonizing 

their land and the impartation of British values and governance. The historical and 

colonizing factors influence and shape parents’ perspectives on school readiness and 

providing the pathway to success for their children. 
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In the context of high incidence of parents driving kindergarten providence in Hong 

Kong early childhood services, there is emphasis that stakeholder quality views differ from 

what is reflected in developmentally appropriate indicators (Ho, 2008). Ho (2008) in her 

study of ‘Exploring the definitions of quality early childhood programmes in a market 

driven context’ in two Hong Kong preschools suggests that school governors, principals, 

teaching staff, support staff and parents perspectives on early childhood education have 

shifted from “childrearing to developmental nurturing with an emphasis on academic 

learning” (p.231). Stakeholders in their interview data indicate high learning motivation 

and effectiveness, intimate staff-child relationship, close communication with parents and 

total support given to families as importance features of defining quality (Ho, 2008). These 

quality indicators rise the notion of a culturally contextual framework in Hong Kong that 

takes into consideration multiple perspectives, supporting Woodhead’s (1998) 

recommendation of a contextually appropriate approach towards understanding quality 

(Ho, 2008). 

Hong Kong early childhood parents perceive quality early childhood education as a 

means to prepare children for primary school. Hong Kong parents perceptions of the 

kindergarten as an important stepping stone contributing towards a more successful 

pathway of education for their children. This is also the case for Singapore where studies 

by Hoon (1994), Ebbeck and Gokhale (2004) and Ebbeck and Chan (2011) indicate that 

parents’ perception of quality are closely linked to children’s academic performance in 

primary school.  

Australian parents, on the other hand place their quality focus on less academic 

development and instead the emphasis is on the socio-emotional support given to children.  

Page, Nienhuys, Kapsalakis and Morda’s (2001) research on parents’ perspectives on 

kindergarten programs in the state of Victoria highlight that parents expect kindergartens to 
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meet the objective of developing their children’s socio-emotional development and the 

opportunities to develop friendship with peers.  

Another study undertaken in Sydney of parents’ perspectives on  what is important 

to them and the amount of sharing expected from parents, reflect that teachers’ sharing are 

perceived as “inside out and inwardly focused” (Elliott, 2033, p.14). Parents point to the 

suggestion of reflecting on their approach to parents so that positive influences and 

outcomes by parents can be achieved from school to home (ibid). This suggests that 

parents are more engaged in their children’s development. This is seen in Liu, Yeung and 

Farmer’s (2001) findings of Australian parents’ expectations of day care services where 

parents indicate their expectations of day care services to provide educational child 

development outcomes instead of just providing childbearing services (Liu, Yeung, & 

Farmer, 2001).  Noble’s (2007) findings of parents from regional Queensland add to the 

argument that parents are more engaged in what they think they want their children to 

experience in early childhood services. Findings reflect that parents’ choice of early 

childhood services are influenced by their preferences for what they wish childhood should 

be like for their children (Noble, 2007). These parents also prefer the opinions of other 

parents as their point of reference for recommendations to learning opportunities or early 

childhood services instead of gaining from the direct source (Noble, 2007).  

Parents also take into consideration the nature of their children’s affective 

behaviour and family environment as a means to selecting early childhood services (Noble, 

2007; Silva, 2006). Australian studies of parental expectations seem to point towards a 

cultural perspective of quality early childhood education. Parents are more aware of the 

kind of childhood they like for their children to have through the consideration of family 

backgrounds and children’s affective or social-emotional behaviour. These considerations 

of family backgrounds and children’s social behaviours reflect parents’ active interest in 

the engagement of their children’s development.  
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Ceglowski’s (2004) research about how the United States of America (USA) 

stakeholder groups define quality in child care highlight differences in the way parents and 

other stakeholders perceive quality. Parents seem to rate quality program outcomes higher 

compared to the actual quality outcome determined by rating scales or regulated 

observations (Ceglowski, 2004). Ceglowski (2004) highlights how they focus on the 

dominant perspective of good quality can limit the way quality is understood. This 

limitation excludes differences in parental cultural backgrounds, values, belief and family 

circumstances like finances or work schedules (Ceglowski, 2004).  

Harrist, Thompson and Norris (2007) in their research on multiple stakeholders’ 

perspectives in the Midwestern Metropolitan area in the USA also share the lack of 

consideration for parental perspectives in the terms of quality early childhood. They 

indicate that multiple stakeholders believe that caregiver practices and behaviour attributed 

to high quality experiences. However, differences do occur within stakeholders on how 

they define caregiver practices and behaviour as each stakeholder perceives quality from 

their roles and positions. Harrist, Thompson and Norris (2007) attribute that multiple 

perspectives of quality like bottom-up and inside out perspectives are often not considered 

due to the implications of top-down perspectives on understanding quality. Ispa, 

Thornburg and Venter-Barkley (1998) contribute to the discussion by pointing to the 

difference in parental expectations of program quality and selection criteria in 

Metropolitan and Nonmetropolitan communities. Metropolitan parents indicate more 

importance on daily programming compared to non-metropolitan parents reflect that more 

emphasis is placed on friends’ recommendations in nonmetropolitan parents compared to 

metropolitan parents (Ispa, 1998). In other words, the quality of child care at the 

community levels influence greatly the indicators that parents perceive as important quality 

criteria.  
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The consideration of cultural perspectives contribute to provide spaces for multiple 

perspectives of understanding quality (Woodhead, 1998). The examples cited suggest that 

cultural perspectives point to another way of perceiving quality other than structural top-

down perspective of quality. In Singapore, the government is currently moving towards 

creating a regulated early childhood environment in order to raise the quality of early 

childhood education and the possibilities of rising a group of more educated educators that 

lead to developing the professional, inclusive practices in early childhood settings (Ebbeck 

& Chan, 2011).   

2.3.3.3 Quality as challenging dominant discourse. The next third wave quality 

stream focuses on perspectives challenging quality dominant discourse. Literature focusing 

on challenging the elements of quality dominant discourses have increasing gained ground 

in quality perspectives that emphasize the recognition in the subjectivities, multiplicities 

and diversities that exist in quality understandings. Challenging dominant discourse focus 

on the beliefs that quality is open to dialogue, critique and negotiate new possibilities in 

quality understandings within kindergarten settings (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005; Moss & 

Petrie, 2002). Dahlberg, Moss and Pence (1999, p.110-111) express: 

Making sense requires each of us making value-based and therefore moral and 

political, choices about how we understand young children, the nature of early 

childhood, the position of young children and early childhood institutions in society 

and democratic process and the projects of early childhood institutions. 

Moss (2014) shares a similar quality perspective using democracy that focus on 

quality process rather than outcomes. Moss (2014, p.120) expresses the features of 

democracy: 

….welcomes and makes visible differences of view and meaning, that 

acknowledges the contestability and provisionality of all decisions and that does 

not expect to shift responsibility for such decisions to supposedly objective and 

neutral experts and evidence or to the impersonal workings of the market place. 
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Challenging dominant discourse also focus on questioning power relations and 

instrumentality in limiting the role of agency and voices to achieve and practices values, 

beliefs that underling dominant discourses (Cannella & Bloch, 2006). Poststructuralists 

believe that power has its control over the way we perceive “our actions, thoughts and 

feelings”; it is “not a simple exercise of force in which one person, group or institution 

makes another do something” (MacNaughton, 2005, p.27).  

Quality dominant discourses are perceived in this quality perspective as “objective, 

real, knowable” (Dahlberg et al, 1999, p.4). Postmodern perspectives believe that the 

central values of quality dominant discourse stems from modernity where the perception of 

the world is perceived as “knowable and ordered” and individuals are thought of as 

“autonomous, stable and centred” (Dahlberg et al., 1999, p.20).  

The values and beliefs underlying the dominant discourse of quality are heightened 

by the notions passed on from the Age of Enlightenment into modernity and a focus on the 

individual who develops into an autonomous, value-free and rational person.  The 

underpinning thought here is that there exists an underlying regime of truth that constructs 

ideas about what is universal and objective (Dahlberg et al., 1999). The values and beliefs 

of quality as a dominant discourse are western oriented (Moss, 2005) and they bring a 

structure to the basis of beliefs about kindergartens and preschools based on expert 

knowledge (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005). This expert knowledge presents itself in the form of 

concepts within the dominant discourse like developmental outcomes, Developmentally 

Appropriate Practice, preparation and school readiness and quality awareness (Dahlberg & 

Moss, 2005). These concepts form how quality is perceived in early childhood and values 

and beliefs that form the dominant discourse are presented in thoughts, actions and 

behaviour in practice as normality. In other words, expert knowledge becomes an 

instrument of power where it informs individuals’ perceptions of quality and how reality 

should be within this normalising framework (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005). 
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Moss (2005) terms the normality of quality as “technical concept and practice” 

where characteristics of quality dominant discourse are described as a technology of 

normalization, a technology of regulation and technology of assessment (p.408). The 

technology of normalisation defines how values and beliefs of quality put forward through 

the dominant discourse becomes a process of applying and reinforcement of norms; the 

technology of regulation exerts control through the governance of human behaviour and 

the development of human behaviour at a distance; technology of assessment focus on the 

governance of children through assessing the measurement of quality (Moss, 2005). 

Dahlberg and Moss (2005) term this technical practice the concept of governmentality 

where people are governed through “more subtle and more effective practices” (p.19). The 

concept of governmentality is described as working directly on human behaviours, 

“through” to the inner core of every individual so that individuals are able to govern 

themselves using truths derived from dominant discourse (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005, p.19). 

Governmentality could be reflected in the influence of neoliberal capitalism, 

advanced liberalism and the nation state heighten the values of modernity that shape 

individuals into autonomous beings who are governed by technology of regulations and 

technology at a distance (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005). Neoliberal capitalism focuses on 

economics and the importance of a good government (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005). In the 

context of preschools, the impacts of economics and government objectives on preschools 

not only focus on care for working mothers and the notion increased, productive labour 

force. Preschools are designed and undergird with the values of developing the future 

workforce into meeting economic demands of the global markets (Dahlberg & Moss, 

2005).  

Advanced liberalism further explains their influence of technology of performance 

and governance from a distance (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005). This tight rein of control is 

carried out through performance management tools relating to quality assurance, meeting 
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of targets etc. Individuals in the advanced liberal context are perceived as “economically 

rational consumers” who are equipped with the knowledge of making choices that best 

represent maximum output or outcomes (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005, p.47). The paradox of 

advanced neoliberalism takes place in the notion of freedom and control. Individuals are 

given the choice to choose yet underlying technical values of liberalism are innately 

controlling individuals into governing themselves to make decisions responsibility (ibid). 

This argument points to the role of the nation state which seeks to create autonomous 

individuals who are willing to take risk and venture into new experiences in the name of 

economics. The nation state’s role of providing performance tools aim to release their 

control and govern from a distance. But Dahlberg and Moss (2005) point to the nation 

state’s increased power to govern through these technologies of normalisation at a 

distance. The nation state becomes a “glorified development agency”, given the credits of 

improving and enhancing the wealth and development of the country through technical 

practices (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005, p.49). 

Cannella and Bloch (2006) question the consideration of majority groups and the 

oppressive nature of western minority principles on early childhood education. Cannella 

and Bloch (2006) perceive the technical practice and concept of quality as utopian and they 

question the absence of active negotiation, consideration of diverse perspectives and 

inclusion of possibilities in the concept of quality. From post-colonist perspectives, quality 

is questioned based on the exclusion of the consideration of understanding, practices of 

early childhood education (Pence & Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2008). Post-colonists highlight the 

imposition of colonialism (in the form of developmental theories) in perceiving early 

childhood education. This minority perspective of colonialism oppresses the understanding 

and practices of majority early childhood education perspectives and places these 

understanding under the conformity of western-oriented values (Pence & Pacini-

Ketchabaw, 2008). 
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 Dahlberg, Moss and Pence (1999) conclude that the underlying values and beliefs 

of the concept of quality contradict the inclusion of possibilities. Moss (2006) adds to the 

complexity of adopting the concept of quality. Moss (2006) believes that the concept of 

quality may open to diverse perspectives but it does not necessary mean this is carried out 

and he questions the technicality of quality as standardised, measurable and predictable.  

Instead Dahlberg, Moss and Pence (1999) recommend the notion of meaning-making 

where diverse perspectives of early childhood education are considered in the 

understanding of early childhood education and possibilities are negotiated, explore in the 

context of pedagogical work (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005; Moss, 2005).  

Dahlberg and Moss (2005) believe that meaning-making “foregrounds 

provisionality, multiplicity and subjectivity” (p.88). Meanings derived are always 

“contestable” and they are questioned in the perspective of ‘What is going on’ (Dahlberg & 

Moss, 2005, p.88). Meaning making highlights the relationship with others whose 

negotiated meanings open up the consideration of judgements, values of the other instead 

of understanding meanings as universal, objective and closed to multiple perspectives 

(Dahlberg & Moss, 2005). Meaning making considers the cultural sensitivity, values, 

beliefs and practices of individuals and this represents the consideration of politics, ethics 

and choices (MacNaughton, 2005; Moss, 2005). Through this process of democratic debate 

(Dahlberg & Moss, 2005; Moss, 2005). Quality is perceived as a questioning of 

“judgement of value rather than a statement of fact” (Moss, 2005, p.413).   

The notion of meaning making changes the role and purposes of preschools in 

providing only early childhood education. Preschools are not considered only as physical 

spaces for early childhood education. Spaces also include being a place of socialisation, a 

place of considerations cultural, practices, values and a discursive space where 

stakeholders can negotiate, work together towards a dialogue of contest, deliberation and 

possibilities (Moss & Petrie, 2002).  
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The preschools of Reggio Emilia set the example of creating environments that 

question pedagogical work (New, 1998). Reggio Emilia contributes to early childhood 

education in the areas of perceiving teachers as provocateurs, children as collaborators in 

their attempt towards challenging activities, the consideration of multiple languages of 

children in their cognitive, social-emotional development and the inclusion of adult 

community perspectives and their sociocultural context in partnership to create a 

contextual view of quality (New, 1998). Reggio Emilia Preschool environments help to 

develop the perspectives of participation in their environment as both a means and an end 

(Pence & Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2008) and “a privilege and responsibility” (New, 1998, p.16) 

through the art of listening to others (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005).  

Moss (2014) provides another critical perspective of perceiving quality through the 

lens of democracy and potentiality towards taking ownership of new ways of quality 

conceptualisation. Moss (2014) describes that we are charged with the responsibility to 

perceive quality with the notion of multiplicity and looking forward to the future of more 

sustainable inclusion of different perspectives rather than achieve regulated roles and 

outcomes. As Moss (2014, p.87) points out: 

….the diagnosis of our time must play a central part in all discussions about the 

future of all education. We cannot implicate education in the continuation of a 

ruinous economic system and self-inflicted environmental disaster, that deadly 

global race. We need to find a more responsible less compliant and more optimistic 

role, not least contributing to democratic deliberation and new thinking about a safe 

and sustainable future  

Moss (2014) acknowledges the support of a post-functional paradigm to “challenge 

basic tenets or foundations, of the paradigm of regulatory modernity, which plays so large 

a part in the story of quality and high returns. Post-foundationalism values complexity and 

context, uncertainty and provisionality, subjectivity and interpretation” (p.93). Knowledge 

and power is the responsibility of each individual in adopting a relative view of no one 
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dominant perspective of local practice but multiplicity in valuing what each perspective 

constitutes. Moss’s (2014) post-functional paradigm adds to the third wave of quality by 

providing self-reflection and ownership of choices rather than the regulated predetermined 

goals.  

Moss’s (2014) challenge of the dominant discourse of adopting preconceived 

notion of quality early childhood, contributes to the critical perspective of questioning 

dominant perspectives about quality outcomes and high returns by focusing on the 

individual choices and responsibility of accepting multiplicity in social perspectives rather 

than focusing on economic objectives. Moss (2014) believes this post-functional paradigm 

promotes democratic practice through individual ownership in perspectives, choices and 

opens up the possibility of the school as a place of democratic practice. 

2.3.3.4 Quality taking into consideration cultural context. The consideration of 

cultural context is another quality stream that is often considered as value laden, relative, 

and dynamic (Lee & Walsh, 2005; Sheridan, Giota, Han & Kwon, 2009). The 

characteristics of the consideration of cultural context include the differences in cultural 

contextual factors as means to understand stakeholders’ practices and beliefs (Gutierrez, 

2002; Lee & Walsh, 2005; Woodhead, 1998). Two distinct definitions reflect cultural 

related perspectives on quality early childhood education - ecological aspects of a 

community where the community is perceived as a group of people coming together to live 

in negotiated beliefs and values (Gutierrez, 2002; Nsamenang, 2008; Roer-Strier, 1996; 

Rosenthal, 2003; Woodhead, 1998) and culture is perceive as the participated involvement 

of each member in activities, leading to the transformation of knowledge where practices, 

beliefs evolve (Rogoff, 1994).  

The ecological perspective of a community of people coming together as a result of 

race, belief, values and culture reflect a commonly used definition of cultural differences. 

In this ecological perspective of culture where knowledge in the form of information, 
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skills, practices are gathered to inform the understanding of how families, function and 

develop (Hedges, Cullen, & Joeyrdan, 2011). This knowledge gained about families is 

known as funds of knowledge (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzales, 1992). Funds of 

knowledge include the knowledge of roles, engagement and interaction between members 

(Rogoff, 2003), parental values, beliefs towards childrearing, the role of education and 

language used at home by parents to communicate with their children (Riojas-Cortez, 

2001), historical and cultural knowledge that are used during different social and economic 

experiences (Gutierrez, 2002; Moll et al., 1992). These funds of knowledge contribute to 

provide the body of knowledge about families, their environment, children’s learning and 

development (Moll et al., 1992).   

The ecological aspects of a community consider culture as a “key determinant of 

developmental outcome” where culture shapes the way meaning systems are developed 

(Nsamenang, 2008, p.73).  In this cultural perspective, individuals and societies are 

interrelated and the recognition that cultures are unique in nature. Cultural factors adopting 

an ecological perspective of a community consider the  physical setting, social setting and 

cultural heritage when defining quality early childhood education (Roer-Strier, 1996). 

Roer-Strier (1996) suggests these cultural domains based on the argument that each society 

is influenced significantly by cultural factors which shape early childhood ideologies and 

practices. Physical setting reflects the nature of early childhood education in specific 

context and how early childhood educations varies in operation. Social setting provides 

background information on the political, societal, economic and family structures which 

contextualise the degree of importance placed on early childhood education (Roer-Strier, 

1996). Cultural heritage includes values, beliefs, practices, cultural tools, etc. related to 

child rearing practices. Sheridan (2007) shares similar perspectives to Roer-Strier (1996) 

where she highlights the importance of considering contextualised pedagogical quality 

dimensions. Sheridan (2007) indicates four dimensions (society, teacher, child and learning 
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context) which draws from Bronfenbrenner’s concept of macro and micro systems. 

Sheridan (2007) believes that the four dimensions provide researchers with the evaluative 

process of “structure, process, outcome...from different perspectives” (p.204).  

Woodhead (1998) believes that each perspective is informed by the knowledge, 

values and beliefs that help to shape their notion of childhood and perceptions on child 

development. These perspectives are also shaped by economic, societal and cultural 

context. Woodhead (1998) believes that “a more open holistic, context-sensitive approach” 

towards the understanding of physical and social environments will support children’s 

growth (p.7). 

Identifying the cultural factors in the conceptualisation of quality are contextualised 

to benefit more culturally appropriate approach towards child development (Woodhead, 

1998). Culturally appropriate approach can be perceived in the area of developing 

educational goals and practices (Rosenthal, 2003; Woodhead, 1998). Woodhead (1998) 

draws attention to the development of a more “consistent” and “complementary” children’s 

learning experiences, taking into consideration family and community context (p.11). 

Teachers are able to adapt the information about family and community context to develop 

more contextually appropriate learning experiences for children (Woodhead, 1998). Moll, 

Amanti and Gonzalez (2010) add that this information or funds of knowledge involves 

looking beyond the school context to understand the impact of local context on learning 

and development. Instead of adopting a universalistic approach towards quality child 

development, the consideration of more localised perspective on quality based on 

community practices, beliefs and values positions the early childhood institution as 

exercising their rights towards questioning Minority views towards child development (Lee 

& Walsh, 2005).  

Rogoff’s (2003) inclusion of participation in the consideration of cultural factors 

transforms the ecological perspective of learning and development. Rogoff (2003) defines 
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human cultural development as “cultural participation” where knowledge is learnt and 

evolved through the participation in events where cultural tools are used collectively over 

generations (p.3). Unlike defining culture as part of ethnicity or nationality, Rogoff (2003) 

focuses on the participation process which transmits knowledge, practices in communities 

where evolution occurs over time. This participation process involves the consideration of 

interaction, involvement and their interrelated roles within the social and cultural 

environment (Rogoff, 1995). Interaction, involvement and interrelated roles are considered 

not as separate or hierarchical events; instead they are observed as an entire activity. The 

observation of the interaction and interpersonal relationship within the entire activity also 

moves away from the confines of defining culture within ethnicity and the established 

notion of stabilised terms like using country of birth to denote nationality (Gutierrez & 

Rogoff, 2003). 

Rogoff (1995) describes that cultural participation occurs in three planes within 

sociocultural activities. These three planes are apprenticeship, guided participation and 

participatory appropriation. Apprenticeship refers to a non “expert-novice dyads” within a 

small group in a community where the study of roles, institutional structures and 

interaction work towards goals within the community and the communication of these 

roles to those outside the community (Rogoff, 1995, p.143). Apprenticeship highlights the 

roles of interaction, interrelated roles and structures which help to contribute to apprentices 

becoming “more responsible participants” (p.143). Guided participation, on the other hand 

focus on the “interpersonal process” where the roles of people within the community are 

managed by self or others in specific structured environments through observation and 

participation (Rogoff, 1995, p.147). Participation appropriation reflects the evolvement of 

participants’ learning process and their readiness to participate in other similar activities 

(ibid). In other words, the cultural process within each community evolves overtime as 

roles and interaction are interrelated and dynamic in the transformation of participation.  
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Wenger (1998) further extends Rogoff (1995)’s perspective of cultural participation 

in three planes. Wenger (1998) terms the knowledge and transformation of practices as 

“communities of practice” where membership is not required but rely on “joint enterprise, 

mutual engagement and shared repertoire” (p.73). Wenger (1998) explains that 

communities of practices can take place within any group of people as long as mutual 

agreement to shared repertoire takes place. From this perspective, people can participate in 

several communities of practices depending on the situated activities and mutual 

agreement within each context. Mutual agreement are considered as a process of 

negotiated agreements carried out in non-static agreement towards the accountability of the 

enterprise (Wenger, 1998). Through this process, identity is developed towards each other 

and what is carried out together (ibid). Like Rogoff’s (2003) participation appropriation, 

practices evolve as they take into the consideration of “past, present and the future” as part 

of the structure of each community (Wenger, 1998, p.90). 

Rogoff (1995) and Wenger’s (1998) perspective of cultural participation and 

communities of practices highlight different ways of the role of culture as a consideration 

of quality early childhood education. The role of culture is not a static definition of within 

the confines of a nationality or ethnicity. Instead, culture is considered as an active process 

of communicating mutual agreement, involvement and interactions towards roles and 

practices within a group of people. This active process of participation is dynamic as 

interrelated roles and interaction evolve practices overtime. This meant that culture as 

means to understand quality is perceived as the interplay of roles, interaction and 

participatory processes of people that contribute to the concept of quality between parents, 

teachers, children and the school institution. 

The interplay of roles, interaction and participatory process of people points to the 

importance of how this information on sociocultural theory challenges and change 

stakeholders’ perspectives on quality. Since people learn more than one system as they 
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participate in different communities, understanding the variation of stakeholders’ 

perspectives provides different insights into how quality are practiced and perceived by 

stakeholders (Rogoff & Toma, 1997).  

Stakeholders’ perspectives on quality are challenged as the use of culture as a form 

of categorising people into ethnicity, race and geographical location is being challenged 

(Gutierrez, 2002). Gutierrez (2002) indicates that using culture as a form of categorisation 

is “overly deterministic, weak and uncomplicated understandings of both individuals and 

the groups or practices of which they are a part of” (p.318). Gutierrez (2002) explains that 

culture possesses a non-universal character where each environment varies and its 

dialectical nature is constantly evolving as participants contest, challenge goals and 

practices within each learning community.  

To address this problem of variation, Woodhead (1998) recommends a holistic 

approach where context and culture are included in the understanding of physical and 

social environments. Woodhead (1998) believes that the consideration of varying values 

and beliefs within cultures is a starting point for stakeholders to develop shared 

understandings about early childhood program. This perspective is also reinforced by 

Dahlberg, Moss and Pence (2005) who saw early childhood institutions as a space for 

negotiating possibilities. By providing a space for the negotiating towards a shared 

understanding, quality’s complex nature will be made clear to achieve desired educational 

goals and practices (Woodhead, 1998). 

The consideration of culture and context in the light of stakeholders’ varying 

perspectives lead to several ways of perceiving educational goals and practices.  

Educational goals and practices should be “flexible, modifiable and responsive” (Smith, 

1996, p.60) to social environments and perceptions of the wider community (Rosenthal, 

2003). Smith (1996) argues that there should be room for the multicultural perspectives of 

participants especially in the area of local differences.  
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Local differences can be considered in the development of pedagogy and teachers 

taking ownership of the pedagogy like reflection and collaborating with other teachers and 

parents (Smith, 1996). Rosenthal (2003) adds to this argument that teachers’ attitude 

towards pedagogy is not limited to what and how they plan to achieve their objectives. 

Instead that the consideration of both individual and collective perspectives of goals and 

practices within a social, wider community provides insights into the cultural scripts of 

communities and their rational in perceiving Quality (Smith, 1996). Hedges, Cullen and 

Jordan (2011) indicate that teachers can develop relationships with families and children to 

take on a more analytical approach towards understanding children’s interest. 

Understanding children’s interest from their funds of knowledge provide a more authentic 

interpretation of children’s learning processes (Hedges et al., 2011).  

The influence of culture on the way stakeholders perceive educational goals and 

practices also develop contesting perspectives towards dominant discourses of early 

childhood theories (Edwards, 2006; Fleer, 2003; Nsamenang, 2008). Fleer (2003) 

questions the dominant discourses of learning and how perspectives have been taken for 

granted as being part of a universal concept. The taken for granted concepts of early 

childhood learning include using minority designed early childhood perspectives and 

impose these perspectives on the majority of early childhood education (Dahlberg & Moss, 

2005; MacNaughton, 2005; Penn, 2005).  These minority perspectives influenced by 

dominant discourses is also known as regime of truths which are formed and developed 

through the establishment of power and ethical choices made within selected regime of 

power (MacNaughton, 2005). These selected regime of power are the reflection of 

scientific truths, logic and the appropriation of “authoritative discourses” where 

regulations, classifications and normalisation are used as means to govern regimes of truth 

(MacNaugton, 2005, p.24).   
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In this definition of authoritative discourses, these regime of truth govern the way 

individuals behave (think, speak, see) and develop emotions towards children and 

childhood (Dahlberg et al., 1999; MacNaughton, 2005). This form of self-management is 

known as governmentality where individuals play out the determined perspectives of 

regimes of truth in the form of choices and perceptions when considering children and their 

development (Dahlberg et al., 1999; Moss & Petrie, 2002). This is evident in Singapore 

where the Singapore government plays a regulatory role in a voluntary preschool sector 

and a largely privatized sector (Ebbeck & Chan, 2011).  

The influence of dominant discourses are evident in developmental theories and the 

taken for granted perspectives on developmental psychology as a basis for perceiving 

children’s learning and development (Dahlberg et al., 1999). Piaget’s developmental 

theory has frequently been critiqued as the basis for challenging universal perspectives on 

children’s development across cultures (Lee & Walsh, 2005; Lubeck, 1996). This reflects 

how developmental theories are taught in professional teacher training as a basis for 

observing and evaluating children (Lee & Walsh, 2005). Edwards (2006) states that 

educators understand theory through the lens of using their “developmental orientation” 

(p.248). The influence of dominant discourses and its regime of truths in the form of 

developmental psychology are further explained in the next section. 

2.4 Neoliberal governance on the development of quality 

The different quality perspectives in the last section focus on the values and beliefs 

that influence quality understandings and quality waves of specific time and space. In this 

section, neoliberal policies are discussed as one of the main dominating factor in shaping 

and steering quality choices, values and beliefs in quality early childhood education. The 

recognition of the role of neoliberal governance and its influence on perceptions of quality 

early childhood education are necessary to highlight the underlining power relations that 
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govern quality as a concept and situate quality as a concept that is complex and value-

laden. 

The neoliberal movement began in the 1970s in response to radical perspectives 

that challenge the need for citizens to be more governable (Davies & Bansel, 2007).  These 

radical perspectives challenge the need for more governable citizens, place the Keynesian 

economics and political policies that emerge in Europe and North America after War 

World II, to question its efficiency (Hursh, 2004; Doherty, 2007; Davies & Bansel 2007). 

Keynesian economics and its political policies indicate the introduction of policies in 

support of developing a welfare state. Political policies reflect governments vesting their 

interest on the distribution and the providence of public goods (Doherty, 2007).  

With the shift in political perspective from a welfare state to Keynesian economics 

political stance, the distribution and providence of public goods are questioned by financial 

officials in support of Neoliberal policies (Davis & Bansel, 2007). New Zealand is an 

example of this shift of policies from Keynesian approach of a welfare state to a market-

driven economy where policies like the introduction of Te Whariki as a curriculum 

influenced the way early childhood education is carried out (Mutch, 2001). Neoliberal 

policies focus on the shift from passive citizenship of the welfare state to active citizenship 

in a market economy. Davis and Bansel (2007, p.248) describes this shift as the: 

......transformation of the administrative state, one previously responsible for human 

well-being, as well as for the economy, into a state that gives power to global 

corporations and installs apparatuses and knowledge through which people are 

reconfigured as productive economic entrepreneurs of their own lives. 

Doherty (2007) adds to this shift as the establishment of the “new social 

democracy” where “national economic competitiveness” is more competent over 

“conservative capitalism” (p.278). The transformation of the administrative states into a 

market economy highlights the transference of the power and role of the state to the 
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individual. With this transference, individuals are equipped with choice, freedom and 

individualism to govern their own survival and excellence. Davies and Bansel (2007) 

identify individuals with this new found choice, freedom and individualism as “economic 

entrepreneurs” (p.248). Economic entrepreneurs cannot function in the climate of the 

welfare state. The welfare state is seen as “economically and socially costly obstacle to 

economic performance upon which survival depends” (Davis & Bansel, 2007, p.249).  

Survival is closely linked to the national survival where the role and power of the 

state lies in “...directing at empowering entrepreneurial subjects in their quest for self-

expression, freedom and prosperity” (ibid, p.249-250). This empowering of individuals 

changes the relationship between individuals and the society (Hursh, 2005) and the policies 

designed to maximize opportunities for individuals to excel in the market economy 

(Doherty, 2007). This is clearly reflected in Singapore parents who charged themselves 

with the responsibilities to provide the best early childhood education for their children so 

that their children possess a head start before they enter mainstream education in primary 

one (equivalent to grade one in western programmes) (Ebbeck & Gokhale, 2004) . 

Neoliberal policies’ objective to maximise the individuals’ ability to excel in the 

market economy is closely related to the national survival (Davies & Bansel, 2007). To 

ensure national survival, government policies are shifted towards ensuring individuals 

become “economically productive member of society” (Hursh, 2005, p.5). Government 

policies identify sites like the hospital, social service, education to be “a foundation 

location for ‘modernisation’” (Doherty, 2007, p.279). Davies and Bansel (2007) also 

recognise “the context of education” as the “highly relevant site” for restructuring related 

to neoliberal policies to be carried out (p.248). Neoliberal policies are carried out through 

“...developing and maintaining a new educational discourse that reverberated with ideas 

such as freedom, choice, standards, excellence, tradition and parents’ right” (Doherty, 

2007, p.276).  
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Davies and Bansel (2007) recognise this freedom and choice as individuals being 

“seduced by their own perceived power of freedom” to pursue their individual needs 

through the market driven economy driven by neoliberal government policies (p.249). This 

shift from welfare driven state to recognising individuals “being seduced by their own 

power of freedom” signifies the changing relationship between the needs of the individual 

and purpose of the society (ibid, p.249). The changing relationship between the individual 

and society resulted to a more driven individual pursuing towards individualism and a 

market-driven economy providing a platform of “choice” (Hursh, 2005, p.4).  

 In sum, neoliberal policies govern and provide the structure in which shapes the 

way decisions are made through the relinquishing of power to individuals to make choices 

and the freedom to express, achieve their personal desires. However, neoliberal policies are 

not without contest. One of the contests is from a Foucauldian lens where the fundamental 

tenets of the notion of freedom to express and achieve their personal desires are questioned 

(Fenech & Sumsion, 2007a). In the next section, the questioned notion of freedom is 

discussed citing standards and testing as a means to regulate efficiency. 

2.5 Neoliberal policy influence on quality 

Neoliberal governance has its direct impact on quality conceptualisation through 

the use of neoliberal principles and values in governmental policies to influence the way 

quality is defined in early childhood education. These underlining neoliberal principles and 

value are used to support individuals to be “entrepreneur actors” in their pursuit for 

excellence (Davies & Bansel, 2007, p.248). Quality is not defined as a cause for 

measurement but as a means of competition to represent excellence. Doherty (2007) cites 

how United Kingdom (UK) governmental shift from “a public service ethos to one of 

private management” resulted to “New Rights policies of the Thatcher administrations” 

(p.275). In their pursue of excellence through the adoption of neoliberal values, provisions 

for the marketization of state education result in open enrolment, financing of schools 
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based upon the number of enrolments, a national curriculum, national testing and 

attainment targets, grant maintained schools and local management of schools (Doherty, 

2007). The introduction of marketization of state education mean that efficiency, 

productivity and excellence are promoted by the market to bring about improvement in the 

education process (ibid). In the UK, quality is defined by the market through the 

providence of choice to parents in selecting the schools based on merit and the 

consideration of schools in issues like accountability and better management. In other 

words, neoliberal policies influence the way quality is defined and perceived by 

individuals who are endowed with the notion of choice and freedom.  

To continue with the thread of schools ensuring better management and efficiency, 

assessment outcomes become the “the main metric” for neoliberal government to 

determining the delivery in state education (Doherty, 2007, p.279). This is the same for UK 

who uses a national curriculum and national testing as means to determine the efficiency of 

the state education. The assessment outcomes through a national curriculum and national 

testing indicate to the government if the state education is preparing individuals 

sufficiently for competitiveness in the workforce, a means to national survival and reduce 

the inequality in education (Hursh, 2004).  

Another distinctive purpose of assessment quality outcomes is reflective of 

educational attainment in comparison to what is taking place in the international arena 

(Doherty, 2007). By comparing with what is taking place in the international arena, 

markets are reflecting the ability to prepare individuals for the knowledge based economy, 

globalisation and marketization. Kumar (2010) solidifies the argument with the saying 

which reflects this phenomenon as “the rank or superiority of one thing over the other” 

(p.8). This form of grading represents the ability of a market in preparing and educating 

individuals for the competitive marketplace (Hursh, 2005). This ranking or superiority in 

the international arena which is the result of propelling by individuals in their need for 
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excellence, aids in positioning the market as superiority on the global stage. Singapore is 

an example where the island state relies heavily on the way its human resources are 

competitive and meets the demands of the evolving global markets. The reliance on human 

resources result in education identified as one of the major areas where emphasis is placed 

on equipping individuals for the workforce. Ministry of Education Singapore’s continuous 

improvement to the introduction of core competencies in the national curriculum reflects 

its commitment towards excellence in preparing their young for the future of the nation 

(Ministry of Education, 2010). 

On the other hand, the need for superiority on the global stage results in a gap in the 

equality of opportunities for individuals to “be and become” (Davies & Bansel, 2007, 

p.253). To “be and become” is reflective of one of the essence of neoliberal governance 

(ibid, p.253). Davies and Bansel (2007) explain that “to become” meant that individuals 

need to come from the “unequivocally middle class” where the acts of “socially sanctioned 

consumption and responsible choice” shape the lifestyle of market driven individuals 

(p.252). “To be and become” in a neoliberal driven market comes at a price of diminishing 

values of communities through the promotion of individualism (Davies & Bansel, 2007, 

p.253). In addition, governments take a backbench and leave the explanations of poor 

decision making to market forces instead of taking responsibility (Hursh, 2005).  

Fenech and Sumsion (2007) add an alternative perspective to this discussion by 

questioning the notion of freedom and the underlying value of power that lies within 

neoliberal policies.  Freedom in neoliberal policies is not perceived as a total sense of 

freedom to choose and make decisions. Freedom is undergird by the notion of power 

which is perceived as “fluid and multidirectional, local and unstable” (Fenech & Sumsion, 

2007a, p.111). Fenech and Sumsion (2007a) add that power is perceived as taking place at 

“multiple local sites” where relations frame the way power is defined (p.111). In other 

words, the notion of power is not limited to dominance but power moves beyond towards 
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the power in relationships (e.g. relationship between stakeholders like parents, staff, 

teachers and principals). 

2.6 Neoliberal influences on early childhood education 

In the last section, the discussion considers assessment quality outcomes like “the 

main metric” for neoliberal governments in determining quality in state education and how 

neoliberal markets come at a price of diminishing values of communities (Doherty 2007, 

p.279). In this section, the notion of assessment quality outcomes are contextualised in 

early childhood education.  

The discussion of contextualising assessment quality outcomes can occur in two 

areas: dominant discourse in ensuring quality in early childhood education and Early 

Childhood Environmental Rating Scale as a quality tool. In this discussion, the dominant 

discourse in early childhood education is highlighted because the values and beliefs of 

dominant discourse reflect one dominant way of perceiving quality in early childhood 

education. Dominant discourse is referred to as the western dominant perspectives that 

consist of theories and practices like Developmentally Appropriate Practice (DAP) and the 

influence of Piaget’s developmental theories as the prevailing tools that influence 

perspectives on quality early childhood education internationally. Paiget’s developmental 

theories are discussed in this section as developmental theories are still predominant in 

Singapore early childhood teacher training courses. This will be further discussed later in 

this section. 

 Even though Piaget’s developmental theories are not new to the notion of 

developmental understanding of children in early childhood education, the use of Piaget’s 

child developmental stages are still being integrated in the conceptualisation of quality in 

early childhood education through curriculum planning, teacher training and as a 

foundational platform to observe and understand children’s behaviour (Lee & Walsh, 

2005). Piaget’s developmental theories are perceived to be the underlying values that 
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govern the way preschool teachers are taught to understand children’s development. These 

underlying values reflect governance in the way quality is perceived in early childhood 

education.  In the context of our discussion on dominant discourses, DAP and Piaget’s 

developmental theories are thus under the premise of modernist values where the notion of 

self, individualism and independence of thought underlines the construct of quality early 

childhood education (Lubeck, 1996).  

DAP and Piaget’s developmental theories also reflect the influence of western, 

white middle class individuals, incorporated with the understanding of universality and 

guarded by scientific practices and rationale (Lubeck, 1996). These modernist perspectives 

couple with its foundations of universality, supported by scientific rationale and practices 

frame DAP and Piaget’s developmental theories as dominant discourses. 

In this section, dominant discourses in early childhood education are discussed in 

greater detail citing the influences of DAP and Piaget’s developmental theories as 

examples of western dominated universal perspectives on perceiving quality in early 

childhood education. Piaget’s developmental theories refers to the specific use of Piaget’s 

developmental stages in understanding children’s learning and behaviour at different stages 

of growth as integration of theory into practice.  When reference is made to Piaget, it does 

not refer to Piaget’s theories and ideologies being adopted as whole practices or as 

philosophies in the pursuit of quality in early childhood education. Instead, Piaget’s child 

developmental theories are perceived as the means to apply appropriate activities that 

promote children’s development and learning. Piaget’s developmental theories as means 

suggest one way of promoting quality early childhood education. This is evident in 

Singapore where 210 hours out of 1200 hours are allocated to child development theories 

and learning for Diploma in Early Childhood Education (Teaching) teacher training course 

(Ministry of Education, 2008).   
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2.6.1 Dominant discourse in ensuring quality in early childhood education. 

Neoliberal values are reflected in the dominant discourses of ensuring quality in early 

childhood education. The values of neoliberal policies like choice, freedom and 

individualism; the encouragement of individuals to be “economic entrepreneurs” resulted 

to parents and private preschool institutions seeking for excellence in their search for 

quality in early childhood education (Davies & Bansel, 2007, p. 248).  

To meet the need for quality in early childhood education, dominant discourses like 

Developmentally Appropriate Practices (DAP) are used as tools to achieve quality in early 

childhood education. The underlying values of using Piaget’s child developmental theories 

to observe children, reflects the use of modernist values to encourage self, independence of 

thought and individualism. These modernist values support the notion of neoliberal 

governance where individuals (like parents) strive towards excellence through their own 

choice and freedom of choosing kindergartens for the children based on their wants and 

needs. 

 In addition, neoliberal principles of assessing excellence is also reflected in DAP 

that acts like a check and balance for quality in early childhood teaching and child 

experiences. DAP is developed by National Association for the Education of Young 

Children (NAEYC) as guidelines towards attaining accreditation in the US. Novinger and 

O’Brien (2003) add that DAP acts like a bible where early childhood institutions use as a 

guideline in the accreditation process in the US. New York State Education Department 

(NYSED) and National Council of Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) perceive 

the NAEYC guidelines as a gospel and these governing bodies integrate these guidelines 

into their own state accreditation process (Novinger & O’Brien, 2003). The underlying 

discourse (influenced greatly by developmental psychology) of DAP and Piaget’s 

developmental theory are discussed in greater detail in Section 2.6.2.1. 
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2.6.1.1 Accreditation frameworks as a quality regulating tool. Besides 

adopting DAP as a practice and Piaget’s developmental theories as a basis of observation 

in attaining quality in early childhood, accreditation frameworks become part of the quest 

for more measurable and efficient tools to attain effectiveness of schools and the 

achievement of quality in schools. This quest for more measurable and efficient tools is 

reflective of neoliberal governance where accreditation frameworks act like a means to 

higher level competition and the quest for higher quality education in the market. In other 

words, higher level competition and the quest for quality education means a higher quality 

pool of kindergarten choices for parents to select from to meet their needs and aspiration 

for their children.  

In Australia, parents are able to choose from a pool of kindergarten based on the 

ratings given to kindergarten by the National Quality Framework implemented in January 

2012. The ratings of these kindergartens reflect some of the key objectives of improving 

staff to child ratio and higher qualified teachers (Education Victoria, 2010). These ratings 

are transparent on the internet for parents to make informed choices. 

Besides providing higher quality choices for parents, accreditation frameworks like 

those introduce in Australia (the new National Quality Framework), Singapore (voluntary 

Singapore Preschool Accreditation Framework – SPARK) also aim to improve the 

structure and process of kindergartens in the marketplace. In Singapore, the early 

childhood landscape is mainly privatised and one of the main purposes of SPARK is to 

encourage preschools to work towards quality improvement (Ministry of Education, 2012). 

Quality improvement through SPARK highlights the core value of the child being the 

focus to preschool education (Ministry of Education, 2012). Other core values highlight on 

four specific areas like leadership with vision, partnership for growth, innovation with 

purpose and professionalism with impact (ibid). These core values are integrated in the 

monitoring and evaluation and feedback and review process of quality improvement where 
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privatised preschools are provided with a framework of building strong structure and 

process (Ministry of Education, 2012). The providence of ensuring strong structure and 

process signifies one of the ways neoliberal governments aim to keep a distance by 

regulating market driven services like preschools towards providing higher quality 

education.  

In sum, dominant discourses like the underlying values from Piaget’s 

developmental theory and quality practices like DAP are seen as quality indicators towards 

higher quality early childhood education. As the need for higher quality early childhood 

education increases, Piaget’s intrinsic underlying values through children observation and 

DAP are used as quality indicators in Singaporean kindergarten’s curriculum and teacher 

training. This together with the introduction of accreditation frameworks aim to improve 

both structural and process elements in kindergartens. Through the quality indicators, 

quality practices and quality frameworks, neoliberal principles are seen threading through 

the regulations and the introduction of quality improvement frameworks. The introduction 

of these regulations and quality improvement framework are part of the Singaporean 

government’s efforts to maintain a neoliberal climate for free choice, freedom and 

individualism. 

2.6.2 Early Childhood Environmental Rating Scale as a quality tool. The 

efforts of neoliberal governments to create a neoliberal climate for free choice, freedom 

and individualism can be seen clearly in the types of regulations and quality improvement 

framework used to improve quality in early childhood education. As the use of regulations 

and quality improvement framework are briefly discussed in the previous section, this 

section takes this discussion a step further into the details of how a specific rating scale like 

Early childhood Environmental Rating Scale (ECERS), is used as a quality tool  to achieve 

neoliberal objectives through the raise in quality early childhood education. The discussion 

focuses on deeper values that govern dominant discourses (like Piaget’s developmental 
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theory and DAP) and how developmental psychology as a discourse influences ECERS in 

the way structure and process are perceived as the way to attain quality in early childhood 

education. 

2.6.2.1 Influence of developmental psychology as a discourse. Developmental 

psychology plays a significant role in the way quality is perceived in early childhood. 

Developmental psychology influences the way quality is perceived through the influence 

of historical values, which stems from Enlightenment Thinking and Modernity (Dahlberg, 

Moss & Pence, 1999). Developmental psychology is emphasized as one of the dominant 

discourses as the values of scientific knowledge and standardisation are used as regulatory 

tools in neoliberal governance.  

As discussed earlier, the UK in its transition to neoliberalism introduces a national 

curriculum and national testing to regulate quality outcomes of their state education. The 

national curriculum and national testing are signs of regulations to increase competition 

and the providence of higher quality early childhood programs. In this discussion of 

developmental psychology, the values and beliefs of this discourse contributes in the 

understanding of how these underlying values assist to build quality in neoliberal early 

childhood education. Using Piaget’s developmental theory and DAP values as examples of 

development psychology discourse, this discussion reflects on the influence of 

developmental psychology on quality in early childhood education. 

The principles of developmental psychology are reflected in Piaget’s work in the 

area about children’s lifespan are categorised into stages from childhood until adulthood. 

Piaget believed in the study of human maturation and his developmental stages explain the 

process of a finished stage (James, Jenks & Prout, 1998). It is through the process of this 

finished stage that quality is perceived in early childhood education. Cannella and Viruru 

(2004) express Piaget’s stages of development as “unquestioned tendency toward assessing 

and describing human change as progress and the arbitrariness of concepts of 
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development” (p.69). This understanding of universal individual development in children 

is packed with the notion of scientific knowledge as Piaget attempted to explain human 

behaviours using specific phases of life span. In other words, quality is perceived as 

general and standardised. Cannella and Viruru (2004) explain that this perspective of 

quality as general and standardised, has placed younger children at the bottom of the 

hierarchical stages of development where the highest positioning reflecting “more 

advanced, developed, mature and knowledge” (p.69). This means that a scientific 

perspective is applied in the discourse of developmental psychology and subjects are 

considered the same and universal so that the finished stage at each developmental stage 

can be predicted. The scientific perspective is describe like a drive towards scientific 

knowledge and liner progression (Cannella & Viruru, 2004).  

From a quality perspective, the values and beliefs of developmental psychology 

influence the way quality is perceived in early childhood education. The values of Piaget’s 

developmental theory reflect quality in early childhood education to be a step by step 

universal attainment of child development towards maturation. This step by step universal 

attainment leads to the design of Developmental Appropriate Practices (DAP) as a 

framework of good practices. In the United States, DAP reflects the achievement of quality 

in early childhood education since the 1990s (NAEYC, 2009).  

The design of DAP was the brain child of National Association for the Education of 

Young Children (NAEYC) who promotes “meeting children where they are....enabling 

them to reach goals that are both challenging and achievable”, teaching practices reflecting 

appropriateness to “children’s age and developmental status” and “responsive to the social 

and cultural contexts” (NAEYC, 2009). DAP’s consideration of children’s age and its 

developmental stages reflects NAEYC’s focus on development taking place in  “a 

relatively orderly sequence with later abilities, skills and knowledge building on those 

already acquired” (Gestwicki, 1999, p.9).  
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NAEYC’s focus on development provides neoliberal governments with a step by 

step maturation and explanation towards more systematic process of educational 

development. Thus, DAP is adopted by neoliberal governments as one of the framework in 

assessments and standard tools that work towards the raising of quality in early childhood 

education. China, Taiwan, Korea and Turkey are just examples of some of the countries 

who have adopted DAP as part of drive towards quality in early childhood education 

(McMullen et al., 2005). However, DAP principles are being questioned for its 

universalistic approach in the 1990s and 2000s. Countries like Australia, UK and New 

Zealand are some of the countries that moves its focus towards developing more contextual 

curricula, taking into consideration cultural elements. 

2.6.2.2 Influence of developmental psychology on ECERS-R. The influence of 

values like universality and standardisation of scientific knowledge in developmental 

psychology is highlighted in the Early Childhood Environmental Rating Scale (ECERS-R) 

developed in the United States in the 1980s (Harms & Clifford, 1982). Values like 

universality and standardisation are used to measure quality based on structured (e.g. 

subscales headings like space and furnishings, personal care routines, activities, program 

structure) and process dimensions (e.g. staff child interaction, staff interaction and 

cooperation, staff professional growth).  

ECERS-R is designed in line with values of Developmentally Appropriate Practice, 

accredited by National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) 

(Karrby & Giota, 1994). ECERS-R is designed to reflect DAP’s notion of perceiving 

development as an ordered sequence (Gestwicki, 1999). DAP’s notion of perceiving 

development is denoted in the way ECERS-R subscales are divided according to what 

DAP perceives as quality – quality is a reflection of considering developmentally 

appropriate practice as a framework to early childhood education.  
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ECERS-R’s subscales consist of 43 items, taking into consideration 7 aspects of 

centre-based care and education for children aged 2.5 to 5 years. ECERS-R’s subscales are 

space and furnishing, personal care and routines, language-reasoning, activities, 

interaction, program structure, parents and staff (Harms, Clifford & Cryer, 2005). These 

seven subscales are a reflection of DAP’s values of perceiving development as proceeding 

towards “predictable directions” leading to “greater complexity, organisation and 

internationalisation” (Table 2.1) (Gestwicki, 1999, p.9). Predictable directions as a value of 

DAP seem to provide structure to the way ECERS-R is designed and used as a tool. 

Table 2.1 

ECERS-R’s 7 observation areas 

(adapted from the Centre for Early Childhood Professional Development 2003) 

 

 Space and Furnishing     Layout of the furnishing 

Space for children to move around 

Safety considerations 

Accessibility of materials 

 

 Personal Care Routines    Well-being of children  

Display of children’s allergies 

Food Preparation 

Hygiene 

 

 Language and Reasoning     Availability of sufficient books for  

reading 

Interaction between teacher and child 

Age appropriate activities 

 

 Activities      Variation of the similar material 

Choice of activities 

Preparation before activities 

Age appropriate activities 

 

 Interaction     Awareness of children 

Interaction with children through engagement 

Communication of expectations to children 

 

 Program Structure     Schedule includes indoors and outdoors play 

Teachers as facilitators 

 

 Parents and Staff     Parent partnership 

Orientation of new staff 

Training for staff 
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ECERS-R is highlighted as one of the most frequently used tools to measure 

quality and a direct reflection of the researcher’s interpretation on quality through ECERS-

R indicators. French (2011) reflects that close to half of the 338 articles (47%) used 

ECERS-R in their research studies. ECERS-R is designed as a tool to measure quality 

based on the structural factors in an early childhood setting (Harms, Clifford & Cryer, 

2005).  

In the Asian context, ECERS-R is used as a framework to measure quality as well 

as to establish evidence for regulatory purposes. In Singapore, ECERS-R was adapted to 

establish the Singapore Preschool Accreditation Framework (SPARK) as a voluntary 

accreditation and evaluation process in Kindergarten settings (Ministry of Education, 

2011). The main purpose is to encourage kindergartens to raise their standards of quality 

early childhood through internal evaluation as well as working together as a team towards 

the desired outcome of accreditation.   

In Hong Kong, ECERS-R is often used as a tool to measure quality in early 

childhood settings and these findings often inform policy makers their next steps in 

regulations and training (Rao, Koong, Kwong & Wong, 2003). The Pre-Primary 

Institution Performance Indicators are used as a point of reference for Hong Kong 

kindergartens to self-evaluate and as a form of feedback for formulating strategies and 

policies (Education Bureau, 2014).  

In China, the Kindergarten Quality Rating System (KQRS) was introduced in the 

1990s to lead in the improvement of staff, program and school quality where parents are 

given an option to choose their schools based on the quality rating scale (Pan, Liu & Lau, 

2010). In Asia, ECERS-R seems to play an important role in providing a basis of 

conceptual framework to evaluate quality early childhood education based on structural 

and process factors. Quality indicators from ECERS-R aid in the evaluating and 
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transformative process of improving structural processes in kindergartens and regulate 

policies to raise the standards of quality in these countries.  

The values of ECERS-R are not without contest. Brophy and Statham (1994) 

indicate that ECERS-R cannot “hide behind the cloak of objectivity and science; rather it is 

for ECERS-R to also consider including and reflect multiple perspectives so that more 

contextualised responses can be related to its quality indicators (p.73). Even though 

ECERS-R is revised to consider factors like cultural context and intellectual diversity (in 

the inclusion of subscale of promoting acceptance of diversity), Brophy and Statham 

(1994) continue to question that the original values of sequential and predictable 

development underlines the way the ECERS-R is designed. Munton, Mooney & Rowland 

(1995) recommend the use of a conceptual framework that reflects the use of three main 

criteria (structure, process, outcomes) and 6 dimensions (effectiveness, acceptability, 

efficiency, access, equity, relevance) to deconstruct quality and provides space for multiple 

perspectives to be considered. In this case, structure refers to the consistent, stable 

environment and its resources in which quality early childhood is produced (Munton, 

Mooney & Rowland, 1995). Process reflects the “activities” that produces quality early 

childhood (ibid, p. 16). Outcome suggests the result that flows from the introduction of 

structure and process. In this perspective, outcomes explain the way structure and process 

influence child development outcomes in quality programs.  

Thus, ECERS-R can be seen as one of the structural frameworks that initially 

provides information that help in establishing regulations and policies (Brophy & Statham, 

1994). It is through these regulations and policies that other quality perspectives like the 

consideration of more contextualised perspectives emerge. Contextualised quality 

perspectives open up the consideration of ecological systems and the combination of both 

objective and subjective approaches to define and evaluate quality (Tanner, Welsh & 

Lewis, 2006; Woodhead, 1998; Munton, Mooney & Rowland, 1995). These consideration 
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of contextualised quality perspectives foreground the opportunities for experiences to 

evolve practices towards more localised context (Tanner, Welsh & Lewis, 2006). 

2.7 Gap in the literature 

The discussion of the three quality waves and the impact of neoliberal governance 

and policies on quality early childhood education point to the macro perspective of 

understanding quality conceptualisations (see sections 2.3 – 2.6). Quality is understood as 

a concept that is determined based on the means to an end of achieving more accountable 

and measureable quality outcomes like Desired Outcomes for Preschool Education in 

Singapore and the use of quality tools like Kindergarten Frameworks, Quality 

Accreditation and the raise of minimum preschool teacher qualifications requirements.   

Even though there is an increasing emergence of cultural local perspectives in early 

childhood literature in the 1990s especially in learning and development (Anning et al., 

2004; Edwards, 2006; Fleer, 2003; Hedges et al., 2011), studies undertaken from the 

cultural studies mainly focus on the understanding and improvement of children’s learning 

through the use of mediated tools, interaction and participation (Anning et al., 2004). 

These mediated tools, interaction and participation lead and guide teachers in their 

evaluation and of quality in early childhood settings. 

This exploratory study aims at closing the gap in the literature by contributing to 

more localised quality perspectives, focusing on Singapore local kindergartens as the basis 

of gathering contextualised quality conceptualisations from principals, teachers and 

parents. This study aims to contribute to new knowledge by bringing to the forefront 

localised quality conceptualisations in early childhood education that may suggest differing 

quality understandings from the Ministry of Education and their neoliberal initiatives. The 

study of localised activities in the area of understanding stakeholders’ perspectives of 

quality and how these localised elements influence the way stakeholders perceive quality 

early childhood in Singapore early childhood settings are limited (Reta & Kwan, 2000; 
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Sharpe, 2000). Many research studies focus on the measurement of Singapore structural 

and process elements of quality in early childhood settings (e.g. the impact of improving 

quality environments, preschool teachers’ teaching) (Reta & Kwan, 2000; Sharpe, 2000). 

Few studies focus on gathering qualitative data on stakeholders’ perspectives on quality 

early childhood education. The understanding of stakeholders’ perspectives on quality 

early childhood education contributes and add context to the government’s current 

regulations and policies on improving quality in early childhood settings. In addition, 

stakeholders’ perspectives also contextualise their understanding of how these regulations 

and policies contributed to quality in their current kindergarten setting. 

The new knowledge gathered from this study will spur on future studies on quality 

understandings in Singapore and add to a richer knowledge about how the localised 

context may contribute to quality conceptualisation. The awareness of considering 

localised elements in the understanding of quality bring the quality discussion to the 

forefront by challenging technical practices and dominant understandings of quality in 

Singapore. This is significant as quality initiatives are only emerging to build on the 

quality structure in Singapore’s early childhood landscape.  

2.8 Summary 

Quality has predominately developed over three main waves in early childhood 

literature. The three waves signify the fluidity of quality conceptualisations and how 

quality is a notion that is conceived based on the purposes and objectives of specific time 

and place. The contextualisation of the three quality waves highlight seven quality 

perspectives, with each focusing on one of the three quality waves. Neoliberalism is 

recognised as one of the power related driving factors in shaping early childhood 

education. Located in the second quality wave, neoliberalism’s impact on early childhood 

education is perceived through neoliberal regulations implemented in a wider community, 

the use of developmental theories as regime of truth to substantiate children’s learning and 
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development and the use of regulating, assessment tools like ECERS-R, accreditation 

frameworks and standardisation. The macro and universalistic quality perspective, 

supported by neoliberal claims of freedom and choice, limits quality conceptualisations to 

meeting neoliberal objectives and the local understanding of quality within kindergarten 

contexts. 

The next chapter will focus on situating the influence of neoliberal policy and the 

Singapore early childhood context where the political objectives and purposes for 

education are designed towards nation building and the development of an effective 

workforce. These political objectives and purposes of Singapore education develop to 

influence the social context of early childhood education. Different Singapore cultural and 

localized practices of quality are also discussed. The discussion develops to include how 

neoliberal policies are perceived in local kindergarten settings and the possible tensions 

and cultural conflicts that develop as a result of differing quality conceptualisations 

acknowledged within kindergartens. This leads to the possibilities to explore beyond 

nationalistic quality conceptualisations and policies, towards more localised quality 

perspectives and how these local perspectives reflect the opportunities to explore the 

kindergarten as spaces of possibilities. 
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CHAPTER 3: EARLY CHILDHOD IN SINGAPORE 

 

3.1 Introduction 

In chapter two, the literature review focuses on the three main quality waves 

existing in early childhood to demonstrate differing quality conceptualisations. Quality 

waves are drawn from Ebbeck and Waniganayake (2003), to aid in categorising and 

analysing quality conceptualisations. Three main quality waves represent the development 

of quality perspectives. The metaphor of a braided river, adopted from Logan, Press and 

Sumsion (2012) further breaks down the three quality waves into seven distinct quality 

categories so that the discussion and analysis on quality conceptualisations can provide a 

more in-depth understanding of quality perspectives. Each of the quality categorisation is 

described as streams that connected back to the river that constitutes different quality 

conceptualisations. In the discussion of the role of neoliberal governance as dominant in 

early childhood education, the impact of neoliberal policies are evident in the way outcome 

oriented measures and tools are used to quantify quality to achieve neoliberal objectives. 

This macro perspective of understanding quality conceptualisation suggests the limitation 

of including localised quality perspectives and the impact of neoliberal objectives in 

shaping local kindergarten contexts. 

This chapter focuses on situating further discussion on the impact of neoliberal 

policies in the Singapore early childhood context. Earlier in the introduction of the thesis, 

the nature of Singapore early childhood landscape is described as privately run by religious 

groups, businesses and social organisations. Even though early childhood education can be 

categorised into kindergartens and child care centres, Singapore’s national early childhood 

policies apply to both kindergartens and child care centres, purposed to develop a nation of 

lifelong learners (see section 3.2). The historical discussion of the development of 

education policies by the Singapore government also points to the priority of early 
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childhood education in laying the foundation for developing skills that bring out the best 

potential in each child. Section 3.3 further situates the social perspective of Singapore early 

childhood education, to add context and cultural nuances in how families adopt an active 

role in decision-making and the impact of the image of childhood on understanding 

quality. The discussion shifts towards a more cultural and localised quality perspective, to 

suggest the crucial impact of how neoliberal governance raises possible tensions between 

neoliberal agendas and local understandings of quality (see section 3.4). 

3.2 Early childhood policy context in Singapore 

Singapore, like many competitive nations, recognised the significance of quality 

early childhood education. Singapore, a small nation state differs from other countries, as 

the fundamental survival of the country depends mainly on the quality of the workforce. 

With no natural resources, her people become the main asset of the nation to meet the 

demands of the world stage.  Education is used by the Singapore government as means to 

serve “economic, social political ends” to establish economic growth in a competitive stage 

with the commitment of loyal citizens (Han, 2009, p.102). 

The role of quality early childhood education in the national education policy of  

‘bringing the best out of each child’ is the current focus of the Ministry of Education 

(MOE) in 2015. The national education policy purposes to achieve bringing the best out of 

each child through the “the enabling of each student to discover his talents, realise his 

potential and develop a passion for leaning that lasts throughout his life”  (Ministry of 

Education 2015; p.3). The commitment of the Singapore government is demonstrated in 

the percentage of its national budget spent on improving their national education system to 

be the best in the world. At least 20% of its national budget is allocated to ensure that the 

national education policy is effective in achieving educational outcomes (Ang, 2014). In 

2014, the Singapore government pledged an annual education budget of $11.5 billion to 
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ensure that world-class institutions are provided for children to develop their potential 

(Ministry of Education, 2015).  

Lifelong learning is one of the key objectives of Singapore national education 

policy. This responsibility is designated to the Ministry of Education Singapore (MOE) to 

ensure that the attitude towards lifelong learning is developed from the early years, to bring 

the best out of each child. MOE aims to achieve this objective through a broad-based and 

holistic education. The factors contributing to the success of a broad-based and holistic 

education include focus on high teacher quality, bilingualism and the integration of 

information and communication technologies to help children in their learning (Ministry of 

Education, 2015). 

Singapore’s early childhood education policy did not just begin in the last decade. 

MOE’s commitment to raising the quality standards is progressive and steady in its statue 

towards raising children that are focused on lifelong learning. Largely influenced by 

international research on the benefits of early childhood education, this spurred a greater 

emphasis on improving early childhood provision in Singapore (Ang, 2014; Ministry of 

Education, 2012b). In the 1980s, subsidized early childhood fees were introduced to 

encourage lower income families to send their children to kindergartens or child care 

centres for early childhood education. The success rate of subsidized school fees, raised the 

percentage of children attending preschool to 99% of primary one going children in 2012 

(Ministry of Education, 2012b). In 2001, the Preschool Qualification Accreditation 

Committee (PQAC) was established by MOE and then Ministry of Community 

Development and Sports (MCDS) as the recognition of the importance of quality teachers 

in the early years. PQAC was given the task of establishing and developing high standards 

of preschool teacher training courses, to raise quality standards in early childhood 

education (MOE-MCYS School Qualification Accreditation Committee, 2008). The role of 

PQAC also aims at maintaining that standards are met at teacher training courses so that 
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certificates up to diploma level can be issued to teacher training institutes that meet their 

stipulated standards. In 2003, the Kindergarten Curriculum Framework was developed by 

the Ministry of Education as a quality tool, to provide quality standards that focus on 

providing a basic framework for young children’s development. In the 2000s, the 

implementation of more quality initiatives and tools like the revision of Kindergarten 

Curriculum Framework (2012), raising the minimum qualifications of preschool teachers 

and the voluntary accreditation framework (Singapore Preschool Accreditation Framework 

–SPARK), further meet the growing demands and expectations from parents for higher 

quality standards in Singapore early childhood education. Early Childhood Development 

Agency (ECDA), a regulatory authority set up by MOE and Ministry of Social 

Development and Family (MSF) in 2013, to further consolidate quality early childhood 

efforts and ensure quality standards are developed. 

The efforts to support Singapore early childhood policies are progressive and 

steady in its development, to help raise quality standards in early childhood settings at 

kindergartens and child care centres. The priority of the Singapore government on 

developing education can be explained by the historical development of early childhood 

policies. The shift of Singapore education policy to meet the demands of globalisation and 

the rising competitiveness of Singapore as a nation are evident in the importance placed on 

educating its people to adopt a lifelong attitude towards learning. 

Historical discussion on the development of early childhood policy 

Since the 1960s, preschool education has been established to provide working 

mothers with opportunities to work while their children are provided with some form of 

preschool education in preparation for primary school (Sharpe, 2000). There was a shift 

towards a more industrialised economy where the survival of the nation was an important 

contributing factor to raising the competitiveness of Singapore on the world stage (Tan, 

2007).  Women were encouraged to contribute to the workforce in manufacturing and 
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contributed to the family income. As a result preschools were set up to provide childcare 

services and education to provide children with some form of preparation for primary 

education. In general, education was seen as the need for survival both economically as a 

nation and personally to raise wages, better job opportunities (OCED, 2006; Sharpe, 2000; 

Tan, 2007).   

The late 1970s indicated a shift of education towards more “efficiency-driven 

system” where the notion of productivity and efficiency drive education towards producing 

individuals who were specialised in skills (Tan, 2007, p.36).  As the government predicted 

the raise in competition in low skilled workers in her neighbouring countries, its 

decisiveness to move towards more specialised skills propelled the nation towards the 

greater economic growth. The focus of early childhood education changed from the 

provision of preschool education towards the preparation for primary school towards 

higher expectations of parents who associated high quality with better learning outcomes 

(Ebbeck & Gokhale, 2004; Hoon, 1994). The higher expectations of parents were 

attributed to a higher educated population and the concept of meritocracy the government 

was promoting to increase the economic competitiveness and social cohesiveness in the 

nation (Han, 2009).   

In the 1990s, the shift towards a knowledge based economy was evident where the 

focus was based on the abilities of individuals in the technology-driven economy.  As 

education took its turn towards a more knowledge based economy, The MOE also 

implemented the Desired Outcomes for Preschool Children to ensure that learning 

outcomes were kept in line with the progress of the nation’s objective of lifelong learning 

(Ministry of Education, 2003).  

3.2.1 Neoliberal policies in Singapore early childhood education. Singapore 

education policies focus on neoliberal initiatives and tools to steer the early childhood 

towards more measurable and productive outcomes (Ministry of Education, 2012). 
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Infrastructure in early childhood education established in terms of resources and support, 

are developed by ECDA (the regulatory body developed by MOE and MSF to oversee 

early childhood education in Singapore), to ensure that the neoliberal objectives of raising 

quality standards in early childhood settings are met.  

Examples of government’s commitment to support early childhood infrastructure 

are in the area of focusing on raising the quality of teachers through accelerated training 

programs like Workforce Skills Qualifications (WSQ) in 2010, the development of the 

continuing professional development (CPD) master plan focused on the retaining, 

recognising early childhood teachers and the provision of a quality assurance consultancy 

scheme for kindergartens to achieve Singapore Preschool Accreditation Framework 

(SPARK) (Ang, 2012).  

The Singapore government’s active involvement in the privatised early childhood 

setting establishes its role in perceiving early childhood institutions as “a necessary 

technology for progress” (Dahlberg et al., 1999, p.67). In this small island state where 

human resources were perceived as the only resource towards the rapidly evolving nature 

of globalisation and maintaining its competitive financial hub status, the perception of 

early childhood institutions as the solution to economic and social issues seemed to be the 

obvious choice towards government control and the achieving of measurable outcomes 

(Dahlberg et al., 1999; Moss & Petrie, 2002). 

Since the beginning of the year 2000, Singapore early childhood landscape saw the 

beginning of more constructive early childhood policies developed to steer the industry 

towards a more regulated quality development (Khoo, 2010; Tan, 2007).  The beginning of 

constructive policies affected MOE registered Kindergartens and MSF registered childcare 

centres. Over the decade, MOE implemented policies focused on structural changes like 

the introduction of the new curriculum framework, and raising the minimum preschool 

teacher qualifications. New introductions at the later part of the decade included teacher 



82 

professional and continuing education, the introduction of a voluntary accreditation 

framework and support rendered in terms of monetary, consultancy for kindergarten to 

undergo organizational improvements. These regulations and policies reflected quality was 

perceived as the first and second wave of quality where economic, social gains and early 

childhood policies aimed at achieving rational and objective outcomes. 

The restructure and system changes led to an overhaul of the early childhood 

structure in Singapore. This was reflective of the trend taking place worldwide amidst 

Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OCED) countries where there 

were developments of the national pedagogical frameworks to ensure that children across 

the different age groups received similar quality education in different preschool settings 

(OECD, 2006; Tan, 2007).   

Another economic benefit of improving the quality in early childhood education 

was the notion of “learning begets learning” (OECD, 2006, p.37) where early childhood 

education acted like the foundational step towards more learning in the primary, secondary 

level of schooling. This was fundamental in Singapore’s education system where the 

equipping of individuals were perceived as important in the provision and availability of an 

educated workforce in the competitive, globalised nature of economies.  

Other benefits focused on economic factors like reducing the poverty level, raising 

the level of women participation in the workforce and managing immigration issues like 

improving children’s level of literacy so that they can be productive citizens in the future 

(Dahlberg et al., 1999; OECD, 2006). This was evident in the introduction of Focused 

Language Assistance in Reading (FLAiR) where efforts were collaborated with community 

agencies to reach out to disadvantaged children who were not participating in early 

childhood education (Ministry of Education, 2008).  
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MOE developed quality initiatives and policies that represented the beginning of 

MOE’s focus to develop and raise the quality profile of early childhood institutions in 

Singapore at a progressive pace of over a period of more than a decade. The initiatives that 

MOE introduces focused on five areas that MOE identifies as high leverage for early 

childhood education. These five high leverage areas were desired outcomes of preschool 

education, curriculum framework, pilot study to study the benefits of pre-school education 

and the new curriculum, raised the standards of teacher training and to enhance the 

regulatory framework for kindergartens (Ministry of Education, 2003a).  

3.2.2 Desired Outcomes of Preschool Education and the Kindergarten 

Curriculum Framework.  The Desired Outcomes of Preschool Education intended on 

highlighting the desired values, attitudes and skills that children should possess at the end 

of their kindergarten’s experience (see Table 3.1) (Ministry of Education, 2003b). The 

Desired Outcomes of Preschool Education reflected MOE’s image of children as 

“becoming, an empty vessel waiting to be filled up with knowledge and “growing into a 

predetermined identity” (Moss & Petrie, 2002, p.58).  

The focus of MOE’s Desired Outcomes of Preschool Education in the developing 

positive attitudes to future learning pointed to how education was used as a tool to ensure 

that children walked through their early childhood stage in an orderly and systematic 

manner (Ministry of Education, 2003b). The Desired Outcomes of Preschool Education 

were MOE”s prescribed pathway towards developing well-balanced, confident and a 

contributor to society. Words like families, teachers, school, knowing what was right and 

what was wrong and relating to others point to preparing children towards contributing to 

society and the nation. 
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Table 3.1 

Desired Outcomes of Preschool Education 

(Ministry of Education, 2003a, 2012) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A prescribed desired outcome of preschool education suggested culturally 

contextual attitudes towards how these outcomes were interpreted and practised in 

Singapore kindergartens and child care centres. With Confucius principles underpinning 

the majority of the Singapore culture, the interpretation of these prescribed desired 

outcomes of preschool education may be carried out in a teacher-directed environment 

(Ebbeck & Chan, 2011).   

Even though Mr Thaman Shanmugaratnam, the Senior Minister of Education 

indicated that the role of the Desired Outcomes of Preschool Education was not 

preparatory for primary one but its focus was on developing the ability of kindergarten 

children to communicate, relate to others, develop curiosity and develop an interest to 

 

 Know what is right and what is wrong 

 Be willing to share and take turns with others 

 Be able to related to others 

 Be curious and able to explore 

 Be able to listen and speak with understanding 

 Be comfortable and happy with themselves 

 Have developed physical coordination and healthy habits 

 Love their families, friends, teachers and school 
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learn, there was a tendency to take these desired outcomes literally as a developmental tick 

list by teachers. This could be explained by the construction of childhood where teachers 

were perceived as a director in transmitting knowledge where children are perceived as 

“culture reproducer” and “ready to learn” (Dahlberg et al., 1999, p.44). 

However, this notion of the teacher as the transmitter of knowledge was quickly 

addressed through the launch of the Curriculum Framework in 2003 (Ministry of 

Education, 2003a). The curriculum framework expounded on the desired outcomes by 

addressing how the Desired Outcomes for Preschool Children could be adopted through 

the use of six key principles. The six principles focused on perceiving that children 

required a holistic development through the providence of integrated learning opportunities 

through play and interaction with adults. The role of the adult was crucial in providing 

support for children to learn actively in a conducive and encouraging environment 

(Ministry of Education, 2003a).  

The kindergarten curriculum framework acted like a standard for the privatised 

early childhood settings to ensure that early childhood education was not about preparation 

for primary school but a discovery of self, develop self-help skills (confidence, problem-

solving, negotiating, sharing skills) and develop the broader cognitive skills such as 

curiosity and interest in learning (Ministry of Education, 2003a). The curriculum 

framework also set the stage for principals and teachers to switch mind sets of the role of a 

teacher from a teacher as a director to a facilitator to children (Ebbeck & Chan, 2011). 

The Curriculum Framework developed in 2003, was further revised in 2012 to 

include a more detailed description of nurturing learners for principals, teachers and 

parents. Separate frameworks addressed to each stakeholder were designed to highlight 

their roles in children’s learning. MOE also extended their belief and image of children as 

active learners. MOE added children were also competent and curious learners. The 

significance differences between the two frameworks placed more emphasis and 
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elaboration on how children learnt best in the construction of their knowledge through 

active participation using their five senses (Ministry of Education, 2012a).  

More focus was also placed in the areas of considering children living in different 

context and how children learnt best in environments where they felt valued and safe. 

Teachers were also provided with a more extensive framework which focus on a step by 

step process of planning and designing opportunities that allow children to explore, 

acquire, apply and reflect on their learning.  The four components of children’s learning 

cycle (awareness, exploration, acquisition and application) were used to detail how 

teachers can plan, design and evaluate their opportunities for individual children’s 

learning. 

The progressive and adaptable revised curriculum framework pointed to MOE’s 

commitment and perception of early childhood education as important elements of 

building the foundation of children as lifelong learners. The recognition of the changing 

nature of the Singapore demographics and the need to focus on children’s cultural context 

suggested that early childhood settings were updated of contextual changes so that 

children’s outcomes could be reflected of a rational and objective pathway towards 

predetermined outcomes. The “instrumentality” of early childhood settings through 

regulations suggested that early childhood was perceived as means to maximise returns of 

investment to produce productive individuals (Moss & Petrie, 2002, p.63). 

3.2.3 Raising minimum preschool teachers’ qualifications. MOE recognised 

that teachers’ qualifications were a direct means to raising the quality in early childhood 

education. MOE’s focus on raising the preschool teacher qualifications was reflective of 

MOE’s neoliberal nature of control and surveillance over regulating early childhood 

settings reflected their persistence towards achieving the predetermined outcomes of 

measurable quality environments and experiences for children (Moss & Petrie, 2002)   
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The raise in the minimum preschool teachers’ qualifications took place at a 

progressive pace. The progressive process of raising the minimum preschool teacher 

qualification took place in 2000 where kindergarten principals were required to attain their 

Diploma in Pre-school education (Leadership) by 2006. Pre-school teachers were also 

expected to participate in this upgrade exercise. One in four teachers in the kindergarten 

was expected to be Diploma trained in early childhood education by 2008.  

In 2001, the Preschool Qualification Accreditation Committee (PQAC) was set up 

to overlook preschool teacher training and the Accreditation Framework of preschool 

teachers (Ang, 2012). This progressiveness in raising preschool teacher qualifications 

focused on raising teachers’ professional development in meeting the expectations of the 

new curriculum framework and instilling in children the importance of lifelong learning.  

Another raise in the Minimum Preschool Teacher Qualifications was carried out in 

2008 as a result of higher parental expectations and the availability of a larger pool of 

better educated population (Ministry of Education, 2008). The Minimum Qualifications of 

new preschool teachers have been raised to 5 ordinary level including English instead of 

the 3 Ordinary passes (ibid).  The second raise in the Minimum Qualifications of Preschool 

Teachers suggested two factors – the commitment of MOE towards raising quality 

standards in early childhood education in Singapore and qualifications as forms of 

assessments towards higher quality teachers.  

Teacher qualifications were perceived as another form of rationality and 

measurement contributing to early childhood settings as sites of technologies to meet the 

redemptive nature of steering children towards specific outcomes (in this case the desired 

outcomes for preschool children) (Moss & Petrie, 2002). MOE’s perceptions may be 

attributed to the substantial research carried out in relation to the benefits of preschool 

teachers’ qualifications and children’s outcomes (Reta & Kwan, 2000).  
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3.2.4 Singapore Preschool Accreditation Framework (SPARK). Singapore 

Preschool Accreditation Framework (SPARK) was introduced in 2011 as the mark of 

quality early childhood services and the further enhancement of the quality infrastructure 

in kindergartens. The purpose of SPARK was to provide kindergarten operators with the 

opportunities to voluntary examine their education outcomes through internal self-

appraisal and external assessment (Ministry of Education, 2008) in areas like Leadership, 

Planning & Administration, Staff Management, Resources, Curriculum, Pedagogy and 

Health, Hygiene & Safety (Ministry  of Education, 2010). SPARK as a tool not only 

provided the means of evaluation but it also guided parents in their selections of 

kindergarten, the strengths of the kindergarten and the collaboration of teachers in 

advancing the desired quality level at their kindergarten.  

MOE’s support of kindergarten like curriculum resources and grants to non-profit 

preschools suggested the assistance of less equipped kindergartens to be pushed along the 

bandwagon of catching up in meeting the quality initiatives (Ministry of Education, 2008). 

SPARK was not only a tool towards quality; it was also the means to identifying and assist 

kindergarten that were lacking in the attainment of quality outcomes. This certainly 

worked on reducing the tendency of low return on investment and the attainment of raising 

the quality standards in early childhood education.  

However, SPARK was a reflection of the use of assessment tools to measure the 

level of quality at kindergartens, a direct representation of modernity values (Dahlberg et 

al., 1999). SPARK, the adaptation from the Early Childhood Environmental Rating Scale –

Revised (ECERS-R), focused on the measurement of structure and possessed elements 

within a kindergarten. This objective perspective of perceiving quality established the 

values and beliefs that the MOE focused on when considering the concept of quality. MOE 

believed that a prescribed perception of quality stipulated by the objectives of SPARK was 
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necessary to maintain the progressiveness and development of quality in early childhood 

settings. 

3.2.5 Recent reports on Singapore’s quality early childhood standing. Recent 

reports on Singapore’s quality early childhood standing based on different indexes seem to 

have affirmed the Singapore’s government’s focus on using structural means to improve 

the quality level in early childhood settings. Recent reports by Economic Intelligence Unit 

and Lien Foundation point to the areas like teacher child ratio, teachers’ wages, structural 

improvements between ministries and effective leadership that require quality 

improvement. These reports also contribute to the limited literature that can help in 

steering governmental policies and regulations towards refining quality levels in Singapore 

early childhood setting (Ang, 2011).  

However, quality is a concept that was subjective, contextual and it does not 

necessary mean that the progressive nature of quality over the decade has not improve and 

benefited early childhood settings. In addition, European countries that dominate the index 

had a long history of government investment and the recognition of early childhood 

education as a priority are elements embedded in European society (Economic Intelligent 

Unit, 2012). This brings forward the argument of the consideration of cultural and context 

factors influencing the perception of quality. 

The external body of the Economic Intelligence Unit ‘Starting Well: Benchmarking 

early childhood across the world’ ranked Singapore as 29th in the examination of preschool 

provisions across 45 countries, scoring the lowest of in the category of quality (Economic 

Intelligent Unit, 2012). This report sparks on several debates questioning the quality level 

of Singapore early childhood education and the effectiveness of government policies, 

regulations in raising quality standards. Singapore ranked 29th in the category of quality 

where elements like student teacher ratio, average preschool teacher wages, preschool 

training linkages between preschool and primary school were ranked low. This report by 
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the Economic Intelligence Unit implies that Singapore still has some way to go in further 

raising quality early childhood standards.  

Another study initiated by the Lien Foundation ‘Vital voice for vital years: A study 

of Leaders’ perspectives on improving the early childhood sector in Singapore’ brought 

forward the voices of leaders in early childhood settings. Leaders highlight the need for 

more family, community involvement, raising the status of early childhood progression, 

minimum wages for teachers, continuity between preschool and primary curriculum, inter-

ministerial collaboration, effective leadership, a decentralised and participatory approach 

and nurture good role models to become effective leaders (Ang, 2012). This localised 

study contribute to the limited Singapore literature on leaders’ perspectives on quality early 

childhood education.  

One of the positive benefits of localised research is the adaptation of 

recommendations made by leaders from the early childhood field. The Singapore 

government adopted one of the leaders’ perspectives from the report ‘Vital Voice for vital 

year” by creating the Early Childhood Development Agency (ECDA) in 2013 as a 

‘regulatory and developmental authority’ (Early Childhood Developmental Agency, 2013) 

to oversee the regulation and development of kindergartens and child care programs (Ang, 

2012). The government’s act of adapting one of the recommendations by the leaders of 

early childhood education indicated that the government would adopt recommendations 

that would benefit the overall efficiency and quality in Singapore’s early childhood 

education. However, this act of adopting the recommendations by leaders from the early 

childhood setting did not reflect that MOE was open to accept all the recommendations.  

The Lien Foundation’s study of early childhood leaders’ perspectives on Singapore 

early childhood landscape represent perspectives from leaders with many years of 

experience in the early childhood education to leaders from various teaching institutions 

(like polytechnics). The adaptation of recommendations could be a representation of a top-
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down recommendation to facilitate the ease of handling early childhood issues and meeting 

desired measurable outcomes. The recommendations do not represent other stakeholders’ 

perspectives on the early childhood landscape in Singapore. But research in early 

childhood is able to contribute to the lacking of Singapore early childhood literature in 

quality and its development (Ang, 2012). 

3.3 Social context of Singapore early childhood education 

Neoliberal policies and regulations to steer and direct people towards the 

importance of education are perceived by the Confucius laden Singapore context in three 

main areas – education as means to a better job, active role of families in decision-making 

and their image of childhood. The impetus of the Singapore government to focus on 

education as its tool to economic development contributed to developing the social context 

of Singapore early childhood education.  

The Singapore government’s focus on education was attributed to the nation’s 

history and its survival at nation building (Goh & Gopinathan, 2008; Tan, 2007; Yip, Eng 

& Ye-Chin, 1997). Singapore a small island with no nature resources, a central point for 

entre port trade in the late 1950s and the influx of people of different races from 

neighbouring countries saw education as its means to move towards an industrialised 

strategy focusing on exports (Goh & Gopinathan, 2008). Survival driven education was the 

focus in 1965-1978 where the people of Singapore are encouraged to focus on nation 

building rather than self-interest (ibid). This change in focus developed new sets of social 

beliefs and attitudes amongst the varying mix of people setting in Singapore. 

Free education is provided universally for the people of all races in 1961-1965 

where the five year plan aimed at maintaining diversity and moving the nation towards 

industrialisation. The success of the education plan results in a large group of students 

enrolled in 1965-1970 (104,720 students in 1965 to 160,556 students in 1975), reflecting 

parents’ support of education as means to better jobs (Goh & Gopinathan, 2008; Yip, Eng, 
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& Ye-Chin, 1997). This suggests the role of parents as the dominant decision-maker in 

children’s education as they perceive education as the means to improving the 

opportunities for children’s future. The shift from entrepot trade to industrialisation shifted 

parents’ thinking to believe that education was the future towards a better life, setting the 

stage for parents’ mind sets towards meritocracy and excellence. Dahlberg. Moss and 

Pence (1995) term this as shaping a productive and efficient citizen. 

Education shifted from survival driven towards efficiency-driven education in 

1978-1997. As Singapore shifts from labour-intense economy to more efficient driven 

focus, she began her journey of moving ahead to develop Singapore as a technology base. 

The move from industrialisation towards technological achievement saw the revamp of 

education towards more structured and defined system focusing on bilingualism, moral 

education and the development of values, mathematical, science subjects and technical 

education (Goh & Gopinathan, 2008). The shift towards moving Singapore to a developed 

nation status and social cohesion results to the increase of the pool of graduates and 

diploma holders by more than 200 percent (ibid). Education is also relooked at reducing 

the number of wastage by providing more flexible options for schools and access to 

education. This shift of policies reflect the neoliberal nature of the Singapore government 

towards adaptation and transforming the needs of education towards competitiveness and 

economic excellence (Ang, 2011). 

With the turn of the decade towards more affluence and technological 

advancement, education shifts towards a knowledge-based economy where the focus is on 

meeting the challenges of the 21st century. Thinking Schools, Learning Nation (TSLN) is 

introduced in 1997 to prepare students to meet the challenges of a more competitive and 

innovative market. Mr Goh Chok Tong, Prime Minister of Singapore (1997, p.1) expresses 

the importance of keeping in track with technological changes and preparation of children 

(Ministry  of Education, 1997): 
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Education and training are central to how nations will fare in this future. Strong 

nations and strong communities will distinguish themselves from the rest by how 

well their people learn and adapt to change. Learning will not end in the school or 

even in the university. Much of the knowledge learnt by the young will be obsolete 

some years after they complete their formal education. In some professions, like 

Information Technology, obsolescence occurs even faster. The task of education 

must therefore be to provide the young with the core knowledge and core skills, 

and the habits of learning, that enable them to learn continuously throughout their 

lives. We have to equip them for a future that we cannot really predict. 

The government’s focus on preparation of children has a direct impact on the social 

development of the role of education as the means to excellence and better opportunities. 

With its only focus on human resources, the importance of keep up to the demands of the 

workforce point to the perception that quality education and the introduction of new 

learning methods lead to a good start for children. This is evident in the number of 

Singapore children attending private tuition to supplement learning in school. Ebbeck and 

Gokhale’s (2004) study on child-rearing practices of Singapore parents suggest that many 

parents are concerned about their children keeping up with the rigours mainstream 

education.  

The same parents also point to the academic skills as important determinant of a 

quality program. An earlier study by Hoon (1994) also suggests similar expectations of 

parents who are certain of the kind of quality program that their children should receive 

and the expectations of their children to receive tertiary education. Singapore parents’ 

belief that academic skills are key to the success to Singapore’s education suggest the 

influence of the underpinning driving factor of the Singapore governments’ efforts to 

prepare human resources to meet the fast changing world markets. These neoliberal 

objectives have informed and assimilated to be part of the social values and beliefs of what 

Singapore parents perceive are important to the success of their children.  
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The use of education as means for economic development and sustainable 

development of a nation results to the indirect influence of social perspectives on 

education. As the government shifts its emphasis on education from sustainable driven 

systems, efficiency driven systems to knowledge based systems, the important perspectives 

of education as the driving factor to better job opportunities and a better future are 

highlighted.  

The historical development of education as means to sustainable development 

points to how the hope towards a better future acts like social cohesiveness to bring the 

immigrants of diverse background towards a common goal of building a nation. The notion 

of building a nation develop trust towards the government to build a future of job 

opportunities in the industrialised environment. This fulfilled the objectives of leaving their 

home country to Singapore to seek better job opportunities. The steering of hope as means 

to a better future probably contribute largely to the people looking to the government to 

direct and steer in the direction of fulfilling their hopes. 

The Singapore government’s educational strategy has direct influence on the way 

parents respond, think and react to their children’s education process. This historical 

perspective of education points to the success of the governments’ neoliberal policies to 

steer and direct parents towards attaining the rational, objective outcomes set out for the 

nation. In the case of Singapore, the response of parents is translated to directing children 

towards using education as their stepping stone towards a better future. Parents, as citizens 

of Singapore are willing to trust that what the government has planned is for the best of 

their nation and indirectly their interest. This trust in the government is a reflection of 

Confucian values at play in governing its people towards excellence (Huang & Gove, 

2012). 

3.3.1 Active role of families in decision-making. Singapore is considered 

predominantly 74% Chinese, with minority groups like Malays and Indians consisting of 
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13% and 9% (Department of Statistics, 2013). Confucius’ values transcend even the 

minority groups in their cultural context as Asian families are traditionally bounded in 

values related to filial piety, collective interests, importance placed on roles and duties, 

focus on education, discipline and the pragmatism of parents towards their children’s 

education (Chang, 2003). Confucius’ values are not limited to the Asian context; rather it is 

the adaptation of Confucius ideology like “the ethical ideal of a noble person, the virtue of 

humanity and the process of self-cultivation” that transcends different cultures (Tan, 2012, 

p.462). Confucius therefore consist of “a complex set of ethical and moral rules that dictate 

how a person relate to others.in the area of personal, familial and social relationships” 

(Huang & Gove, 2012, p.10).  

The introduction of three education systems (survival driven, efficiency driven and 

knowledge based systems) in the short span of 50 years of Singapore’s short history has 

resulted to the reinforcement of education as the important element in ensuring children’s 

opportunities and success. This is evident in the increase in non-student Singapore 

population who possess a university degree increased from 50% in 2002 to 74% in 2012 

(Teo, 2013). 

 Parents’ expectations of their children have also increased in the process as parents 

become higher educated through the three phrases of education system (Ministry of 

Education, 2008a). These together with Confucius values of collective ideology, roles and 

responsibilities of parents, hierarchical perspectives of education and filial piety 

expounded the active participation of Singapore parents in children’s education process. 

Confucius values consider the family as the central part of an individual’s life 

(Huang & Gove, 2012; Park & Cho, 1995). The individual is not separate from the values, 

beliefs and practices held by their parents. This collective ideology is valued as “a family 

business, an interdependent process” (Huang & Gove, 2012, p.11) in many Chinese 

families (Park & Chesla, 2007).  These values, beliefs and practices hold by Chinese 
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families result to the emphasis of parental roles and responsibilities towards ensuring 

success in their children’s education. Parents felt that the failure of their children in their 

education is a direct reflection on parents’ responsibilities (Huang & Gove, 2012).  

In the case of Singapore parents, they perceive the preparation of their children in 

academic skills as key to success in the education system (Ebbeck & Gokhale, 2004; Hoon, 

1994). In preparation of their children for mainstream education, parents of preschoolers 

tend to send their children for enrichment classes to supplement or reinforce children’s 

learning towards a more rigours education system in the primary years (seven years old to 

twelve years old) (Ebbeck & Gokhale, 2004).  In a study by Ebbeck and Gokhale (2004) 

on Singapore parent’s child-rearing practices, parents indicate that they feel that the 

kindergarten curriculum may be too informal and they did not think that the curriculum 

prepare their children adequately for primary education. With these parental perspectives, 

Singapore children are perceived to be under tremendous pressure as parents communicate 

these pressure to their children at a very young age (Ebbeck & Warrier, 2008).  

Education is perceived in Confucius ideology as the means to a higher status and 

social class (Huang & Gove, 2012). The hierarchical nature of status leads to the belief that 

success in education leads to a better life in the areas of job opportunities, marriage and 

relationships with others (Lam, Ho & Wong, 2002; Park & Chesla, 2007).  Similar 

perspectives are applied towards the hierarchical education system in Hong Kong, China, 

Taiwan where higher ranking schools, better grades and attaining higher degrees are routes 

towards success (Huang & Gove, 2012). This Confucius perspective towards education 

significantly reflects how parents take on their roles and responsibilities personally and the 

tremendous pressure parents place on themselves (Lam, Ho & Wong, 2002).   

Children, as the recipient of their parents’ authority and expectations respond out of 

the notion of filial piety, respect and obedience (Park & Cho, 1995; Park & Chesla, 2007).  

Children are aware of their position and responsibilities of maintaining harmony in the 



97 

family through obedience and following parental authority (Huang & Gove, 2012). With 

children’s perspectives of obeying and trusting their parents on making decisions for their 

education process, Singapore children are at the obligation of fulfilling parental 

expectations of achieving excellence in their education, at the expense of having fun 

(Ebbeck & Warrier, 2008). The voices of children in their education journey are very often 

silenced and not heard in the education process of decision-making.  

3.3.2 Singapore image of childhood. The development of the social context as a 

result of education as means to nation building has surfaced Confucius values underlying 

parents’ responsibilities and duties towards their children’s education. Confucius values 

underlying parents’ responsibilities and duties directly reflect Singapore’s image of 

childhood as designed, directed and planned by the government and parents.  From the 

political context of Singapore early childhood education, the governmental policies and 

regulations suggest that children are like empty vessels that require to be filled up with 

knowledge and skills towards contributing to be a productive citizen (Dahlberg et al., 

1999). 

Children need to be introduced to skills necessary for lifelong learning by preparing 

children towards the process of being ready to learn and move on to the next stage of 

learning (Ministry  of Education, 2010). This is evident in the effort the government is 

placing on raising the quality of early childhood education infrastructure, teacher training 

and revising the curriculum framework. Singapore parents seem to reflect similar 

perspectives of children as empty vessels as they believe children are not capable to make 

sound educational decision-making. Through this perception, parents believe that it is their 

responsibility to steer and direct children towards the right direction by focusing on 

supplementing children with more skills through enrichment classes to face the rigours 

primary school system. 
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Besides perceiving children as empty vessels, children are also perceived to 

develop in developmental stages where their progress can be measured to meet objective, 

rational outcomes. Singapore children are placed into early childhood kindergartens where 

they are segregated in their learning according to their age (Nursery 1 – 3 year old, Nursery 

2 – 4 year old, Kindergarten 1 – 5 year old, Kindergarten 2 - 6 year old). Ministry of 

Education’s learning outcomes reflect this perspective of children as there are different 

learning outcomes for Kindergarten children (3-6 years old), Primary school children (7 – 

12 years old) Secondary school (13 – 16 years old) and Post-Secondary children (includes 

Institute of Education students, Pre-university students) (Ministry  of Education, 2009) 

(Table 3.2).  
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Table 3.2 

Ministry of Education’s Desired Learning Outcomes for Primary, Secondary and 

Post-Secondary Students 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Singapore parents focus on children’s learning based on the education system 

plagued with examinations, tests and assessment on a yearly basis to determine the abilities 

of children (Ebbeck & Warrier, 2008). Parents perceive each progressive year as objectives 

their children need to achieve in a particular developmental stage with limited 

considerations on the unique nature of children’s learning, the narrow perspective of 

perceiving children based on a prescribed set of learning, behaviour or achieving specific 

measurable outcomes stipulated by the education system (Dahlberg et al., 1999).  

The Key Stage Outcomes of Education 

 

At the end of Primary 

school, pupils should: 

 

  

At the end of Secondary school, 

students should: 

 

At the end of Post-Secondary 

education, students should: 

be able to distinguish right 

from wrong 

  
have moral integrity 

 have moral courage to stand up for 

what is right 

know their strengths and 

areas for growth 

  believe in their abilities and be 

able to adapt to change 

 

 

be resilient in the face of adversity 

be able to cooperate, share 

and care for others 

  be able to work in teams and show 

empathy for others 

 

 
be able to collaborate across cultures 

and be socially responsible 

have a lively curiosity 

about things 

  be creative and have an inquiring 

mind 

 

 

be innovative and enterprising 

be able to think for and 

express themselves 

confidently 

  be able to appreciate diverse 

views and communicate 

effectively 

 

 

be able to think critically and 

communicate persuasively 

take pride in their work 

  take responsibility for their own 

learning 

 

 

be purposeful in pursuit of excellence 

have healthy habits and an 

awareness of the arts 

  enjoy physical activities and 

appreciate the arts 

 

believe in Singapore and 

understand what matters to 

Singapore 

 

pursue a healthy lifestyle and have an 

appreciation for aesthetics 

  
know and love 

Singapore 

 

 

be proud to be Singaporeans and 

understand Singapore in relation to 

the world 
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Singapore parents also feel the necessity to protect their children from the world. 

Parents believe that children are born innocent and they require “protection, continuity and 

security”  (Dahlberg et al., 1999, p.45). This is reflected in how Singapore parents shelter 

their children from the competitiveness in excellence by overwriting children’s decisions 

and making more informed decisions in their education journey (Harcourt, 2008; Penn, 

2005). By placing children on the right track through the providence of good schools and 

enrichment classes, parents perceive they are protecting and preparing their children to 

meet the competitive nature of economic development.  

3.4 Consideration of different cultural and localized practices in quality 

This discussion of Singapore’s political and social context points to the uniqueness 

of the cultural and local context when considering quality early childhood education. 

Singapore’s political focus on neoliberal policies and regulations as means to steer 

education towards the impetus of better opportunities highlight the importance of 

considering the historical background of nation building. The study of Singapore’s social 

context parental beliefs and values also suggest that Confucius principals underpin parents’ 

expectations and their decision making. Even though Confucius principles are discussed as 

governing parental expectations and decision-making, Confucius principles evolve and 

adapt according to the different elements of its cultures over the short history of 50 years 

(Huang & Gove, 2012; Park & Cho, 1995). These cultural practices highlight the impact 

and the need to consider cultural beliefs when understanding Singapore quality early 

childhood education. 

Cultural perspectives take into consideration the heterogeneity located within 

society (Tudge, Hogan, Snezhkova, Kulakova, & Etz, 2000). Tudge et al (2000) explain 

that cross-cultural comparisons consider the homogeneity across countries but not within 

countries. The consideration of cultural elements influencing cultural context focus on 
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understanding the underpinning factors driving decision-making and perspectives of 

quality (Hewitt & Maloney, 2000; Noble, 2007; Wise, 2002; Woodhead, 1998, 1999).  

Each cultural context possesses their own unique infrastructure of early childhood 

education, governing policies, regulations, practices, conceptualisation of quality values 

and beliefs (Anning, Cullen, & Fleer, 2004). Most research studies undertaken on quality 

early childhood education focuses on the western contexts, the adopting of western 

developed dominant discourses and quantitative, researchers’ perspectives on quality 

(Fenech, 2011). Understanding quality early childhood education from local stakeholders’ 

perspectives draw perspectives towards the collective nature of Asian perspectives rather 

than the individual western perspectives (Chan & Chan, 2003; Chang, 2003; Dahlberg et 

al., 1999; Edwards, 2006; Harrist, Thompson, & Norris, 2007). Two ways of perceiving 

the local culture are highlighted as communities of practices and these local culture are 

perceived as making their own quality meanings. 

3.4.1 Perceiving local culture as communities of practices.  Understanding the 

impact of local culture on quality early childhood education can be perceived as unique to 

time and agency (Nsamenang, 2008). Wenger (1998) suggests that people in diverse 

communities can be perceived as a community of practice. A community of practice 

reflects knowledge people in a community use to achieve desired outcomes (Edwards, 

2006), explains the decisions made and the way people react, talk (Wenger, 1998). 

Communities of practices are developed and learnt based on four components (community, 

identity, meaning, practice) (Wenger, 1998). People are part of a community where they 

belong and this leads to the process of becoming as identity begins to develop. Through 

observation and experience, meaning begin to develop and participation assist in the 

transformation process of learning (Wenger, 1998). The communities of practice change 

and evolve overtime as people learn, reflect and develop new ways of thinking, practices 

and interactions (Rogoff & Toma, 1997).  



102 

The change and evolution of learning, participation and ways of thinking is called 

the transformation of participation (Edwards, 2006; Fleer, 2003; Rogoff, 1994). Rogoff 

(1995) explains that this transformation of participation and the development of 

sociocultural activity occur in three planes – apprenticeship, guided participation and 

participation appropriation where participation leads to the evolution of new ways of 

thinking, practice and development. The apprenticeship plane of sociocultural activity 

occurs when people are part of a group where specific roles are directed towards specific 

outcomes. Unlike expert-novice dyads, apprenticeship sociocultural activity focus on the 

development of interpersonal interactions (Wenger, 1998). Guided participation look at the 

perspective of understanding interpersonal interactions and how roles are managed by 

individuals and in a group in a structured environment Individuals who are ready to 

participate in a similar new environment reflect their appropriation what they have 

practiced in the current structured environment (Wenger, 1998). From this transformative 

participatory perspective, local culture is always transforming as the community of 

practices gathered experiences and negotiation process contribute to evolve cultural 

practices across time, context and agency (Fleer, 2003).  

3.4.2 Local culture as meaning-making contexts. Local culture can also be 

perceived as meaning making contexts. As discussed earlier in Section 2.9.1, culture is not 

static, always evolving over time and space (Rogoff, 1994; Wenger, 1998). Understanding 

quality in the local context, early childhood settings are described as  communities coming 

together to negotiate, reflect and agree on meanings of quality (Dahlberg et al., 1999). The 

notion of meaning making is not confined to a given community permanently but 

negotiation and reflection are keys in the development of new meanings of quality through 

the openness to many other possibilities (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005).  

This notion of meaning making contradicts the concept of quality where modernist 

values and the objective nature of truth, measurement dominant its understanding 
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especially in the area of pedagogical work (Moss, 2005). Meaning making “foregrounds 

provisionality, multiplicity and subjectivities” by contesting quality perspectives based on 

their interpretations and evaluations (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005, p.88). Meaning making 

challenges the dominant discourses on early childhood education and the modernist values 

presented to achieve objective truth by adopting quantitative measurements. 

Meaning making also focus on engaging in relationship with others as key in 

negotiating new meanings. Unlike the concept of quality that limits the “autonomous agent 

seeking to make judgements from the outside”, instead meaning making purpose to co-

construct meanings together with others (Moss, 2005, p.413). Meaning makings are 

perceived with others based on the negotiation of value judgement instead of focusing on 

quality as a statement with factual indications (Moss, 2005).  

In a local context, meaning-making expresses the value perspectives of individuals, 

takes into consideration the differing values and come to a collective agreement about 

meanings (Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 1999). Instead of being confined in the technical 

practice and standardised perception of quality, quality is explored beyond stipulated 

political expectations to include possibilities and the negotiation of new meanings that 

bring into context values and judgements. 

3.5 Summary 

 

This chapter situates Singapore early childhood national policy and its social 

context in light of the discussion of chapter two’s impact of neoliberal governance in early 

childhood education. As neoliberal governance demonstrates the characteristics of the 

second quality wave, the focus on structural and process factors as the means to determine 

quality standards highlight top-down and power relations on conceptualising quality. The 

discussion on the social context of understanding early childhood education in Singapore 

points the complexity of cultural nuances and possible tensions that can arise in the 

implementation of neoliberal early childhood policies in local kindergarten settings.   
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CHAPTER 4: METHODOLOGY FOR THE STUDY 

4.1 Introduction 

The former chapter provides a critical analysis of early childhood in Singapore 

using early childhood policies, and the implications of cultural and social nuances in early 

childhood settings. This chapter discusses how the interpretive paradigm (in section 4.2) is 

used to shape the design of mixed methods considerations in this study. The interpretative 

research paradigm is explained with the ontological and epistemological standpoints of the 

study in sections 4.2.1 and 4.2.2. Like a “briocoleur”, the researcher’s image of a “pieced-

together, close-knit set of practices” (Denzin & Lincoln, p.3) and “a complex, dense, 

reflexive, collage like creation” (p.4) are further explained by the explanatory sequential 

mixed methods design used to study the localised quality conceptualisations of early 

childhood education in section 4.3. The justification of using an explanatory sequential 

mixed methods design is explained in section 4.3.1. The justification is further explained in 

sections 4.3.1.1 – 4.3.1.3, where the fit of using online questionnaire and semi-structured 

interviews are explained. Section 4.4 focuses on the sample and sampling used in this 

exploratory to give insight into the appropriate selection, recruitment and interviewing 

processes. A total of two kindergartens were recruited for this study. As the study adopts 

an interpretive research paradigm and a mixed method methodology, contextualising the 

research sites and its participants contributes to further add credibility to this study in 

sections 4.5 and 4.6. Section 4.7 presents the discussion of the data analysis used to ensure 

that the localised quality conceptualisations maintain its authenticity and voice. The 

chapter concludes with the discussion on the trustworthiness of the study in section 4.8. 

4.2 Interpretive research paradigm 

A paradigm of a study is the “philosophical, basic beliefs and assumptions about 

the world” (McGregor & Murnane, 2010, p.419). Based on this definition of paradigm, this 

study uses an interpretive research paradigm that presents “the meanings people bring” 
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(epistemology) in relation to understanding quality in two Singaporean kindergartens (ibid, 

p.3). The interpretive research paradigm intends to view realities as multiple in nature 

(ontology) and constructed by “human actors” where these realities exist “in the minds of 

their constructors…they cannot be broken apart but must be examined holistically” 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 1998, p.93). Scotland (2012) describes the holistic examination as 

“bringing into consciousness hidden social forces and structures” that aims at situating the 

study as “knowledge has the trait of being culturally derived and historically situated” 

(p.12). My epistemology understanding and ontology in relation to this research add 

trustworthiness to the research study as it is shaped through my perception that the social 

world is developed from the views of  participating individuals rather than from the 

researcher’s perspectives (McGregor & Murnane, 2010; Scotland, 2012). 

4.2.1 Interpretive research paradigm defined. The interpretive paradigm used 

in this study aims at interpreting and making meaning of participants’ localised quality 

perspectives “within a cultural framework of socially constructed and shared meanings” in 

the kindergarten setting (MacNaughton, Rolfe & Siraj-Blatchford, 2010, p.41). The 

interpretive paradigm suggests that participants make sense of their circumstances by 

continuously negotiating their quality perspectives with others, to create meanings for their 

own actions and circumstances (MacNaughton, Rolfe, & Siraj-Blatchford, 2010). My use 

of this paradigm reflects a belief in the “multiple views of social reality” and brings to the 

forefront how individuals socially construct their quality perspectives within the two 

Singaporean kindergartens (Hesse-Biber, 2010, p.104).  

4.2.2 Ontological and epistemological standpoints in this study. The 

interpretive research paradigm that establishes the researcher’s social inquiry, is further 

explained by the ontological and epistemological standpoints of this study.  Hesse-Biber 

(2010) explain that people socially interact with the world surrounding them and this adds 

to the “multiple views of social reality” (p.104). I bring to the study my subjective 
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ontological standpoint that stems from my observation and working experiences as an early 

childhood educator of more than a decade in Singaporean kindergartens. My observations 

as a teacher and working experiences contribute to my personal perceptions that quality 

early childhood education is subjective and multiple in nature. Principals, teachers and 

parents that I have encountered as a teacher, also reinforce my notion that quality 

definitions reflect personal interpretations. This is despite the structure and the regulations 

governing the way quality is perceived in the wider community, economy and 

kindergartens. Quality perceptions are still personally constructed and vary according to 

individual experiences, beliefs and values that surround circumstances and events. This 

supports my personal belief that the structured confines of defining quality perspectives do 

not reflect the actual quality perspectives within kindergarten settings. Rather quality as a 

concept is perceived as relative, complex in its conceptualisation, value laden and 

personally constructed (Dahlberg et.al., 2005; Lee & Walsh, 2005; Tobin, 2005; 

Woodhead, 1998). With this perception of quality, I intend to move away from my 

working experiences and the cultural context of perceiving quality as objective and 

measurable, and take on my personal subjective ontological perspective to answer the 

research question of ‘What is quality early childhood education in a Singaporean 

Montessori and Theme based kindergarten?’ 

To explain this subjective ontological standpoint further, this study aims to 

understand the multiple realities ‘”in here” or “in us” (MacNaughton et al., 2010, p.41)  

instead of focusing solely on what is “out there’” (Hesse-Biber, 2010, p.105) in a local 

setting, By taking a stance of viewing realities as “always already interpreted” rather than 

“waiting for us to interpret”, this contributes to the notion that my subjective ontological 

standpoint is but one of the many possible standpoints undertaken in understanding 

localised quality understandings in Singapore (MacNaughton et al., 2010, p.41). 
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My position in engaging this interpretive study fits in appropriately with my intent 

to discover how quality understandings are conceptualised by participants in two 

Singaporean kindergartens. Through the social context of two kindergarten settings, the 

participation of principals, teachers and parents in defining their perceptions of quality 

“bring into consciousness hidden social forces and structures” that contribute to quality 

conceptualisations (Scotland, 2012, p.12). By acknowledging the social constructed nature 

of quality within localised settings, these subjective perspectives situated within “real 

world phenomena” brings into light the intention of “interaction between consciousness 

and phenomena” (Scotland, 2012, p.11).  

My interpretive epistemology recognises both the participants and the researcher’s 

values, social and cultural norms in shaping inquiry (Guba & Lincoln, 1988). As Guba and 

Lincoln (1998) say “situational context are in constant interaction, each shaping and being 

shaped by the others in myriad complex ways” (p.95), I perceive participants as “human 

actors” as “constructors” (p.93) in bringing into conversation their quality perspectives.  

However, I recognise that I am also an actor, bringing in my own values of interpretation, 

contributing and adding to the overall picture of gathering quality perspectives (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 1998). Denzin and Lincoln (1998) express the researcher’s perspective as 

speaking from “a distinct interpretive community, which configures, in its special way, the 

multicultural, gendered components of the research act” (p.23). By recognising my own 

values, I am conscious not to bring to the forefront these familiar values to cloud quality 

conceptualisations gathered from the main actors whose purpose is to create a story about 

quality in their localised setting. 

My epistemology and ontological research perspectives that are supported by the 

interpretive paradigm represent the underlying values that undergird the position of this 

research study. As a paradigm reflects the “concepts, values and practices that constitutes a 

way of viewing reality” my knowledge of the study’s epistemology and ontological 
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research position contributes to establishing “the diversity of the entire body of 

knowledge” in this study (McGregor & Murnane, 2010, p.419).  

4.3 Using a mixed methods methodology 

The mixed methods methodology used in this study, focuses on bringing to the 

forefront the understanding of principals, teachers and parents’ perspectives of quality 

early childhood education in their local Singaporean settings. Adopting a mixed methods 

methodology with the purpose of gathering localised perspectives, allows the study of 

quality conceptualisations in their natural setting, making the interpretation of phenomena 

reflective of the meanings associated with participants’ thinking (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998). 

Dilley (2004, p.128) expresses that:  

Meanings is not “just the facts”, but rather the understandings one has that are 

specific to the individual (what was said) yet transcendent of the specific (what is 

the relation between what was said, how it was said, what the listener was 

attempting to ask or hear, what the speaker was attempting to convey or say). 

Dilley’s (2004) definition of meanings fit appropriately into using a mixed methods 

methodology for this study as it involves the use of “a wide range of interconnected 

methods, hoping always to get a better fix on the subject matter at hand” (Denzin & 

Lincoln 1998, p.3). The mixed methods methodology used in this study provides the 

opportunities to go in-depth into the meanings associating in gathering and interpreting 

complex phenomenon (Trainor & Graue, 2014). In addition, the research question of 

understanding localised quality conceptualisations situates the study as “variables are 

difficult to control and measure”  (ibid, p.268).  

This research attempts to understand how the two Singaporeans kindergartens 

contribute to the main research question: What is quality early childhood education? The 

simplicity and broadness of this research question cannot be planned and structured within 

specific constraints (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998). Rather the mixed methods methodology 
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opens up the opportunities to use two methods to connect and consider the context, 

perspectives and meanings placed on how quality as a concept is perceived as a 

phenomenon in the two Singaporean social settings (McGregor & Murnane, 2010).  

The mixed methods methodology also accommodates multiple realities of quality 

within this small study and allows the complexity of realities to be accessed back and forth. 

Rodes, Yardley and Camic (2003) express this process as the development of “multi-

layered interpretations by returning to the data to carry out multiple analyses of different 

aspects of the topics” (p.9). This process meets the purpose of the research question to 

have an in-depth understanding and conceptualising of quality in its own localised and 

natural settings (McGregor & Murnane, 2010). 

Subjectivity together with the use of a mixed methods design are used in reporting, 

interpreting and analysing the data collected. This provides the opportunity for openness in 

interpretation. Scotland’s (2012) analogy of a tree explains this process of interpretation: 

“A tree is not a tree without someone to call it a tree. Meaning is not discovered; it is 

constructed though the interaction between consciousness and the world” (p.11). This 

analogy of a tree is reflected in the second research question where the meaning of a tree 

and its components are explained in the difference identified between perspectives 

gathered from natural settings and government regulations. This provides spaces for local 

voices to be heard and the complexity of quality as a concept to be explained within the 

Singaporean cultural context. By extending the simplicity of meanings to a comparison 

with local Singaporean kindergarten curriculum framework, this raises the complexity 

level by allowing interpretations to deepen by making relations with what is conscious 

within the minds of individuals and the particular phenomenon (in this case the rise in 

quality standards through regulations) (Scotland, 2012).  

The third research question addresses the emergence of Singapore contemporary 

quality perspectives attempts to bring to the forefront the emerging local quality 
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perspectives that exist within the two Singapore kindergartens. The ontological and 

epistemological standpoint of this study aim to present this body of knowledge as 

subjective and cannot be replicated in similar studies (McGregor & Murnane, 2010). 

MacNaughton, Rolfe and Siraj- Blatchford (2010) describe these bodies of knowledge “as 

a dynamic meaning system that is one that changes overtime” (p.41). With this rationale in 

perceiving the knowledge gathered as subjective, this also meets the purpose of 

simplifying the main research question by bringing to the forefront the multiple voices of 

in-depth quality understandings and other powers, cultural factors situated within the two 

Singapore kindergartens (Hesse-Biber, 2010). 

Adopting a mixed methods methodology allows in-depth interpretation and space 

for the understanding of complex quality conceptualisations (Lee & Walsh, 2005; Moss, 

2005). The mixed methods methodology attempts to do so by connecting the data collected 

from both quantitative and qualitative methods through a weaving approach to narrate the 

themes that are highlighted in the process (Fetters, Curry & Creswell, 2013). This is further 

explained in more detail in section 4.3.1. 

4.3.1 Justifying an explanatory sequential mixed methods design. The 

gathering of localised quality conceptualisations of two Singapore kindergartens focus on 

explanatory sequential mixed methods design to follow through the interpretive research 

paradigm used in this study (Hesse-Biber, 2010). Explanatory sequential mixed methods 

design focuses on gathering quantitative data first, then these quantitative data informs and 

aid in the interpretation and analysis of the qualitative data (Fetters, Curry & Creswell 

2013).  

Hesse-Biber (2010) describes methodology “as a theoretical bridge that connects 

the research problem with the research method” (p.11). Sequential explanatory mixed 

methods design adds to the interpretive paradigm used in this study by strengthening the 

data collected in the two studies (online questionnaire (quan) -> Semi-structured interviews 
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(QUAL) (ibid). The sequential explanatory mixed methods design uses Fetters, Curry and 

Creswell (2013)’s explanation of connecting the two phases of data collection by first 

collecting initial quality perspectives from principals, teachers and parents in two local 

kindergartens. The initial data collected in phase one is further explored in phase two 

where the concepts gathered are developed in more detail (see Table 4.1).   

Table 4.1 

Integration of data using an explanatory sequential mixed methods design 

Explanatory Sequential Mixed Methods Design 

 

Phase one online 

questionnaire 

(quan) 

Methods and reporting used to 

integrate the data (Fetters, 

Curry & Creswell 2013) 

Phase two semi-structured 

interview 

(QUAL) 

 

Gather the initiate quality 

perspectives of principals, 

teachers and parents from two 

local kindergartens  

 

 

Connecting 

 

Concepts highlighted through 

phase one are further explored 

 

 

 

Quantitative findings 

 

Weaving approach 

 

 

 

 

Findings are explained using 

themes 

 

 

 

 

Qualitative findings 

 

Table 4.1 illustrates what Fetters, Curry and Creswell (2013, p. 2143) describe as “fit of 

integration” where “the coherence of quantitative and qualitative findings” occur. Findings 

are connected in sampling through the method of using phase one data to further 

investigate concepts in phase two. In the weaving approach, data is explained and analysed 

through the use of findings from both data to report and confirm the results or themes.  

The explanatory sequential mixed methods design provides the space (Lim & 

Renshaw, 2001) to explore the complexity and dynamism of the concept of quality 

(Johnson & Onwueghuzie, 2004). The research enacts the “values of toleration, acceptance 

and respect of multiplism and differences” (Greene, 2005, p.208). Greene (2005) explains 
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that mixed methods support “the generation of important understandings and discernments 

through the juxtaposition of different lenses, perspectives and stances” through the 

welcoming of “multiple methodological traditions, multiple ways of knowing and multiple 

values stances” (p.208).  

Karasz and Singelis (2009) describe that sequential explanatory mixed methods 

design support the subjectivity epistemological standpoint of this study by recognising the 

“subjective worlds” of participants as the central focus and how “inner worlds” are 

examined to provide understandings of the “real world” (p.910). Johnson and 

Onwueghuzie (2004) explain this process as “logical and practical alternative” where the 

use of induction, deduction and abduction best represent the nature of data collected (p.17). 

Hesse-Biber (2010) describes the explanatory sequential mixed methods design constitutes 

a developmental purpose. The developmental purpose aims “to enhance the credibility of 

the research findings” (Hesse-Biber, 2010, p.3). Greene, Caracelli and Grahm (1989) 

characterise the developmental intent of mixed methods approach as interactive in 

implementation and the focus on the ‘same or similar phenomena, conceptualized within 

the same paradigm’ (p.267). The interactive nature of the implementation process with a 

development stance adds to more in-depth focus on understanding the research problem 

(Park, 2006). Data is understood based on the pragmatic perspective of adductive 

reasoning that “moves back and forth between induction and deduction” to understanding 

quality conceptualisations in two Singapore kindergartens (Morgan, 2007, p.71). This 

process ensures that this study is well positioned and undertakes to bring to the fore the 

representation of participants’ quality conceptualisations. 

The use of a mixed methods design also adds to increase the trustworthiness of the 

study (Castro, Kellison, Boyd, & Kopak, 2010; Greene, 2005). The exploratory sequential 

mixed methods design brings to the forefront the subjectivities that exist in two Singapore 

kindergartens through the use of interview questions in the form of dialogues, informed by 
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responses from quantitative online questionnaire (Karasz & Singelis, 2009). However, the 

responses gathered from phase one online questionnaire is not sufficient to shed light into 

the subjectivities and multiplicities of quality conceptualisations within localised settings 

(Creswell, 2009). Phase two semi-structured interview intends to provide an in-depth 

localised understanding of quality conceptualisation through “active interactions between 

two people leading to negotiated, contextually based results” (Fontana & Frey, 2005, 

p.698). The two phases of data collection are further elaborated in sections 4.3.1.1 and 

4.3.1.2.  

4.3.1.1 Phase one online questionnaire.  Phase one online questionnaire is 

carried out first in this study through Qualtrics (Monash online questionnaire software) 

using mainly 4 point Likert scales. A 4 point Likert scale is used to ensure that 

participants’ respond to the ten quality areas in the online questionnaire rather than taking a 

neutral stance to the questions asked. To ensure some level of complexity in the 

quantitative online questionnaire, a 4 point Likert scale is used to capture a degree of 

discrimination (strongly agree, agree, disagree, strongly disagree) rather than a yes or no 

response (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2000) (see Appendix 1). The semi-structured 

questions are designed to avoid ambiguous questions as the purpose of this study is to 

position participants’ quality perspectives within the quality indicators.  To further enhance 

the clarity of the questions, a pilot was also undertaken after the development of the online 

questionnaire by a sample group. 

The nine quality areas indicated in the online questionnaire, are developed from 

early childhood quality literature that represents structural and process factors that 

commonly influence quality conceptualisations. Since structural and process factors are 

common indicators of quality outcomes, the use of these factors will help to identify 

quality factors that are important to participants in the two local Singaporean kindergartens 

(Park, 2006). This is considered necessary for creating an in-depth understanding of the 
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research problem in phase one online questionnaire (Park, 2006). The purpose of the 

quantitative online questionnaire acts like a tool to narrow down the vast quality initiators 

in relation to the early childhood education quality literature. This quantitative online 

questionnaire also aids in providing focus and legitimates participants’ quality 

conceptualisations (McGregor & Murnane, 2010).  

The nine areas of quality in the online questionnaire are generally presented in a 

structured manner to ensure that the responses are compared (Cohen et al., 2000), based on 

the description of quality characteristics stated in the questionnaire (Punch, 2006). The 

quality areas that are identified as important are highlighted through the use of frequency 

of responses or based on questions that require further clarifications, are used to develop 

phase two semi-structured interviews. In this study, the quantitative data aids in informing 

and “creating a synergistic effect” towards the qualitative method in the development of 

interview questions so that more in-depth quality conceptualisations are gathered (Hesse-

Biber, 2010, p.5).  

4.3.1.2 Phase two semi-structured interview. To add rigor to the mixed methods 

methodology, phase two semi-structured interviews purpose to connect with the data 

collected in phase one online questionnaire by further exploring the concepts highlighted in 

the findings of the online questionnaire (McGregor & Murnane, 2010). The semi-

structured interview is designed to be the direct access to gathering quality 

conceptualisations in two Singaporean kindergartens (Silverman, 2005). Phase two semi-

structured interview builds on the data collected in phase one online questionnaire and the 

interview process goes in-depth in gathering participants’ personally constructed quality 

conceptualisations within the confines of their local kindergartens (McGregor & Murnane, 

2010).  

There are four concepts highlighted in phase one online questionnaire. These four 

concepts derived from phase one online questionnaire are connected to phase two 



115 

interviews through the further interview of participants about these four concepts: the 

definition of quality early childhood education, images of childhood, quality teaching and 

parent partnership. These four concepts are further explained in Table 4.2. The four 

concepts are highlighted from the similarities and differences derived from phase one 

online questionnaires (see section 5.4 and 5.5). The details relating to how these four 

concepts are translated in the development of the interview questions are further discussed 

in the next section 4.3.1.3. 

Table 4.2  

Identifying concepts to be further elaborated in phase two semi-structured interviews 

Phase one online 

questionnaire 

Process of identifying 

concepts to be further 

developed 

 

Phase two semi-structured 

interviews 

 

Nine quality areas (derived 

from early childhood quality 

literature): 

 

 Physical environment 

 

 Curriculum 

 

 Kindergarten Teachers 

 

 Developing social 

emotional skills 

 

 Developing self-help 

skills 

 

 Sensitivity to child’s 

background 

 

 Parent partnership 

 

 Accessibility 

 

 Kindergarten’s 

administration 

 

 

Similarities and differences of 

data collection from phase one 

online questionnaire are 

highlighted 

 

Four main quality areas to be 

further elaborated: 

 

 

 Definition of quality 

early childhood 

 

 Image of Childhood 

 

 Quality Teaching 

 

 Parent Partnership 
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Appropriateness of semi-structured interviews 

Semi-structured interviews are used in this study, to allow knowledge to be 

perceived as open-ended with the confines of what was indicated as important quality 

indicators in phase one online questionnaire. As the study of quality conceptualisations are 

limited to two Singapore kindergartens, by focusing on what is considered as main quality 

indicators, will help to focus the interview towards the quality areas at hand (see Appendix 

2).  

Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2000) add to the benefits of using a semi-structured 

interview by indicating that this method contributes to the “comprehensive” data collection 

and responses that represent information in a certain “systematic” level to aid in the 

comparison of responses (p.271). Interviewing is considered “inextricably and unavoidably 

historically, politically and contextually bound” (p. 695) and involves the “active 

interactions between two (or more) people leading to negotiated contextually based 

results” (Fontana & Grey, 2000, p.698). The semi-structured interview questions act like 

an initiator in starting off the interview in the specific area, but participants also lead the 

interview as they share their quality conceptualisations. 

The notion of negotiated discussion between participants and the researcher is 

necessary in the interview to bring about not only what is attributed to quality 

conceptualisations but how these elements emerged as important in shaping their quality 

perceptions (Fontana & Frey, 2005). As the people in each context interact constantly with 

one another, this brings clarity of meaning to the complexity of how quality is shaped and 

conceptualised (Guba & Lincoln, 1988). The role of semi-structured interviews include the 

collection of data from the two kindergartens and the interview will also provide the 

opportunity to understand the what, the how and the why of quality conceptualisations by 

participants. 
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4.3.1.3 Semi-structured interview questions. As stated in Table 4.2, phase two 

semi-structured interview questions are developed from the responses gathered from the 

phase one online questionnaire. The phase one online questionnaire findings reflected that 

four areas: definition of quality early childhood education, perception of childhood, quality 

teaching and parent partnership, are significant and require further understanding of 

participants’ conceptualisation of quality. These four areas are identified from phase one 

online questionnaire contradictory responses or responses that require further explanation. 

The process of identifying the significance of the areas, are further explained in more 

details in section 5.5. The implications of these significant areas on the development of 

phase two semi-structured interview questions are discussed in section 5.6. 

4.4 Sample and sampling 

The sample discusses the selection and recruiting process of data collection in this 

study. The study was carried out during a period where Singapore kindergartens are going 

through the implementation of the new quality initiatives like the raising of Minimum 

Preschool Teacher Qualifications, the MOE’s Revised Kindergarten Curriculum 

Framework and the introduction of the voluntary Singapore Preschool Accreditation 

Framework. The highlights of the process of data collection are important as they 

contribute and add context to the study (Guba & Lincoln, 2005; McGregor & Murnane, 

2010). 

4.4.1 Selection and recruitment of participants. The selection and recruitment 

of participants was carried out in the same two phases of data collection (phase one online 

questionnaire and phase two semi-structured Interview). Phase one online questionnaire 

was implemented by purposefully selecting from the list of approximately 500 Ministry of 

Education (MOE) registered kindergarten according to the proximity and convenience to 

the researcher. Even though purposeful sampling is known to possess possible 

discriminatory bias during the selection process, this is known to be the selection tool that 
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best suit this study (Shenton, 2004). MOE registered kindergartens refer to preschools that 

enrol children age three to six years and they provide preschool curriculums reflective of 

MOE Desired Outcomes (discussed earlier in Chapter Two). 

The selection and recruitment of phase one online questionnaire participants were 

carried out in two stages – purposeful selection and recommendation by friends (see table 

4.3). As the initial stage one recruitment response rate to this study was low, a second stage 

of recruitment process was undertaken where friends helped to promote the study to their 

own friends who are principals of kindergartens.  

Table 4.3 

Phase one online questionnaire selection and recruitment stages 

Stages of 

selection 

and 

recruitment 

Action Response What’s Next Number of 

kindergartens 

that consented 

to participate 

 

Stage 1 

 

 Purposeful 

Selection 

 

 50 explanatory 

statement sent 

to MOE 

registered 

kindergartens 

 

 Principals to 

provide 

consent 

 

 

 1 principal 

gave consent 

 

 3 kindergarten 

Principals 

decline to 

participation 

 

 No response 

from the rest 

of the 46 

kindergartens 

 

 A reminder 

was sent to 

46 

kindergarten

s who had 

an email 

address 

 

 No response 

from 

principals 

 

1 kindergarten 

 

Stage 2 

 

 

 

 Recommendat

ion by friends 

 

 Friends sought 

consent from 

the principals 

of two 

kindergartens 

 

 

Both principals of the 

kindergartens verbally 

agreed to participate in 

the study 

 

 

Consent forms 

gathered from two 

principals 

 

 

2 kindergartens 

 

A total of three kindergarten principals consented to participate in the study. 

Consent refers to the recruitment of the setting as a whole, not just the principals. But due 

to the resignation of the principal and teacher in the midst of carrying out phase two semi-
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structured interviews, Kindergarten Three was omitted from the study. The two remaining 

kindergartens were given the pseudonyms: Kindergarten One for Montessori based 

kindergarten and Kindergarten Two for Theme based kindergarten.  

The consent of two kindergarten principals led to the beginning of two different 

stages of sending explanatory statements to teachers and the collection of the consent 

forms. Teachers who consented to the study distributed explanatory forms to their class 

parents. Parents then dropped their consent forms in a box placed at each of the two 

kindergartens (see table 4.4). 

  



120 

Table 4.4 

Recruitment process of teachers and parents 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Recruitment of phase two Semi-Structured Interview participants were selected 

based on the pool of participants who participated in phase one Online Questionnaire. 

There were two  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Principals, four teachers and twelve parents who participated in phase one online 

questionnaire. These participants were contacted via email to invite the participation in 

phase two semi-structured interview. Two principals, four teachers and four parents 

responded to the email invitation and participated in phase two semi-structured interview. 

 
Recruitment   via mailing of explanatory statement or friend’s 

recommendation 

Consent by Kindergarten One and 

Kindergarten Two principals 

Principals distribute 

explanatory and consent forms 

to teachers 

Teachers’ consent forms are 

collected by the researcher 

Teachers who consented to the study 

to distribute explanatory and consent 

forms randomly to the parents of their 

class  

Principals to share with their 

teachers details about the study 

Parents return consent forms via 

teachers 

Researcher collects the consent forms 

IMPLEMENTATION OF STAGE ONE ONLINE QUESTIONNAIRE 
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The face to face interviews were carried out at participants’ place of convenience and time. 

The duration of the interviews were approximately 30 minutes to 1 hour. 

4.4.2 Recruitment of phase two semi-structured interview participants.  

Recruitment of phase two semi-structured interview participants were selected based on 

the pool of participants who participated in phase one online questionnaire. Selection 

criteria was based on the invitation of phase one participants via email, and email was used 

to invite participants to continue their involvement in phase two semi-structured 

interviews. Participants who responded with consent to this email, was selected as 

participants for the phase two study. Two principals, four teachers and four parents 

responded to the email invitation and gave consent to participate phase two interviews. The 

face to face interviews were carried out at participants’ place of convenience and time. The 

duration of the interviews were approximately 30 minutes to one hour. 

4.4.3 Recruitment problems with phase one online questionnaire. Recruitment 

problems were mainly related to phase one online questionnaire. The two possible reasons 

that led to recruitment problems were linked to the current government initiatives and 

attitudes towards research. The limited response by Singapore principals to participate in 

this study also signified the cautious outlook towards research as a means to check on the 

level of quality at the kindergarten. The perspective of checking on the kindergarten may 

be attributed by neoliberal response to perceive research as a measuring yardstick of the 

standards at the kindergarten rather than perceived as contributing to new knowledge in the 

early childhood setting (Doherty, 2007; Kumar, 2010). 

4.4.3.1 On-going Voluntary Accreditation Exercise.One of the main reasons 

contributing to the poor response was possibly the result of the Singapore Preschool 

Accreditation Framework (SPARK) voluntary drive that was taking place in MOE- 

registered kindergartens. SPARK, is a voluntary government program aimed at 

encouraging kindergartens to use the accreditation framework as a means of self-
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evaluation towards achieving higher quality standards in leadership, professionalism, 

partnership and innovation (Preschool Connect, 2012). One of the kindergarten principal 

who rejected to participate in the study, cited that this was not good timing as the 

kindergarten is undergoing changes in their curriculum. Many principals do not have the 

time to consider adopting a research project at their setting. 

4.4.3.2 Research culture in Singapore. The poor response could also be 

reflective of the lack of acceptance of research culture in Singapore kindergartens. The low 

level of educational qualifications seemed to suggest the amount of research knowledge 

principals possess (Tenri, 2005). The minimum principals’ qualification in Singapore is a 

Diploma in Early Childhood Education (Leadership). Principals who have not undertaken a 

degree or higher Degree in Early Childhood Education, may not see the important role of 

research in contributing to their decision-making process or improving the quality level at 

their kindergarten (Ministry of Education, 2012). This resulted to the declining possibility 

of kindergarten principals welcoming research undertaken at their kindergarten. 

4.4.4 Ethical process of the study.  Three main ethical considerations ensured 

that the ethical process of the study is understood and consented to willingly. The first area 

of ethical considerations was carried out by the ethics committee at Monash University 

before the start of any research study involving human subjects. Upon approval by the 

ethics committee, an approval letter received by Monash University’s Human Research 

Ethics Committee (MUHREC) signified that the research study could be started (see 

Appendix 3).  

The second area of ethical consideration took place in the form of consent forms 

sent to principals of 500 kindergartens. An explanatory statement describing the purpose 

and objectives of the study was explained, followed by how the data may be handled in the 

study (see Appendix 4). The study also highlighted the importance of maintaining the 

confidentiality of participants and their kindergartens. Pseudonyms for participants are 
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used in place of their actual first names in the reporting of findings derived from phase one 

online questionnaire and phase two semi-structured interviews. This is to ensure that the 

names of kindergartens participated in this study cannot be tracked back based on the 

identity of participants. Upon reading the explanatory statement and the consent form of 

the study, principals who signed the consent form, explained the study to the staff in the 

kindergarten.  

The third ethical consideration was reflected in a second consent via email sent to 

phase one online questionnaire participants. Participants who were willing to continue to 

participate in phase two semi-structured interview, responded via an email to indicate their 

consent to continue in the participation in phase two semi-structured interview.  

Participants were also assured that their responses and interviews are kept within 

the confines of the study and their verbatim interviews were not be shared with anyone. 

Participants had the option to withdraw from the study at any point due to discomfort or 

other reasons. 

4.5 Contextualising research sites 

The two research sites (Kindergarten One and Kindergarten Two) represent two 

philosophical different backgrounds and values – Kindergarten One representing the 

Montessori philosophy and Kindergarten Two representing a Theme-based philosophy. For 

the purpose of contextualising the research sites in this section and the findings chapters, 

Kindergarten One and Kindergarten Two will be used as pseudonyms to represent the two 

participating kindergartens.  

The presentations of the philosophical backgrounds of the participating 

kindergartens were to contextualize the values, beliefs and practices each kindergarten 

adopts when perceiving quality. Areas of the philosophical background also include 

information on the kindergarten location, size of kindergarten, the number of teachers and 
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their qualifications to situate and contextualise the data collected and its analysis. The 

background information was gathered through the kindergarten website or during field 

visits at the kindergarten through published kindergarten philosophy, mission statements 

and core values at the kindergarten. Field notes and observations undertaken in field visits 

also added to the rich contextual observations of philosophy in practice at each 

kindergarten. Due to ethical considerations, photographs were carefully taken to maintain 

the anonymity of the kindergartens.  

 

4.5.1 Kindergarten One 

Location 

Kindergarten One is a premium kindergarten, tucked away amidst private landed 

housing and apartments. Kindergarten One is situated within a basement compound of a 

large condominium estate. The location of Kindergarten One suggests that most of the 

parents are living close to the vicinity as the kindergarten is located at the end of a quiet 

long road. The majority of the parents arrive to pick their children via car or walking.  

The location of Kindergarten One also suggests that parents probably belong to the 

upper to higher income group as the surroundings of the kindergarten are private houses 

and condominiums. The school fees for a 3 hour program (3 year old) and 6 hour program 

(4-6 year old) is approximately S$1,000 per month also point to the ability of parents to 

provide for their child’s higher kindergarten fees. 

Staff 

Kindergarten One principal and Head Directress (Karen) is the founder and owner 

of this Montessori-based Kindergarten. She is a Singaporean who is Montessori-trained 

with a Degree in Psychology. She possesses 18 years of teaching experience and she 

actively participates and engages in the learning and planning of children’s activities 

together with one other Senior Directress and a new Directress.  



125 

All the staff at Kindergarten One are Montessori-trained or possess a Diploma in 

Early Childhood Education (Teaching). There are a total of three Directress (excluding 

Principal one) working with the children. All three Directress are Montessori-trained with 

the Senior Directress possessing a diploma in early childhood education while the other 

two Directresses undertaking their diploma programs to fulfil government early childhood 

regulations. Three Mandarin Chinese teachers facilitate the Mandarin immersion program 

where the philosophy of teaching Mandarin adopts the Montessori philosophy. The 

common medium used at Kindergarten One is English with the exception of the Chinese 

teachers who converse using Mandarin when interacting with the children. 

Kindergarten Values 

Kindergarten One’s philosophy favours the provision of a holistic development for 

their children. This is carried out by providing life opportunities for the children to develop 

lifelong skills (Table 4.5). Instead of focusing mainly on academic achievements, 

Kindergarten One integrates the values of lifelong learning and skills into both their 

physical environment and curriculum. This is reflected in how the physical environment is 

set up for children to develop independence, self-help skills and make decisions (Figure 

4.1). 

Table 4.4 

Kindergarten One’s values (excerpt) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We liken ourselves to preparing the child with life experiences. We 

realise that at the end of the day that piece of paper that acknowledges you have 

attained a certain level in academia will only take you so far in the working and 

social world. We want our children to be equipped with life skills like 

leadership, sportsmanship, team playing abilities, empathy, worldliness and 

above all self-confidence 



126 

 
 

Shelves and Table Tops are child-sized shelves            A space is provided for children to make 

           a choice when to have their snack 

 

  

Placemats with the outline of utensils and plates encourages the development of self-help skills    

Figure 4.1: Physical environment of Kindergarten One 

Nature of the program 

Kindergarten One provides two different programs for younger and older children. 

Younger children (three years and younger) attend a three hour program which focuses on 

Montessori time and specialised programs like art and craft, music and movement and 

cookery carried out once a week. An extended program is made available for older 

children (four to six years old) where children continue with the program after lunch for 

another two hours. Older children spend their extended time working on Montessori work 

like language and maths twice a week, science experiment, geography and spelling test 
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once a week. Children are exposed to the opportunities to learn, explore and develop a 

sense of confidence in the way they relate to life experiences. 

Physical Environment 

Kindergarten One’s physical environment suggest that the kindergarten operates on 

adopting a full Montessori philosophy where the Montessori approach and Montessori 

materials are used to facilitate the kindergarten’s curriculum. Montessori materials are 

displayed on child size shelves along the walls to facilitate independence and self-help 

skills. Each Montessori area is also denoted by specific set of materials (like Sensorial, 

Practical life materials, Language, Maths and Science) (Figure 4.2). 

   

Figure 4.2: Areas are labelled and set out in specific Montessori areas 

The layout of the room also promotes the ease of vertical movement across the ages 

3 – 6 years. Children work together from 9am-12pm in the main Montessori room (Figure 

4.3). The main Montessori room displays all the Montessori materials on shelves and the 

area encourages children to develop free choice and learning by the children. In the second 

area, separate Mandarin classes are conducted by the Mandarin teachers for durations of 40 

minutes daily. The third area is a place where the children play outdoors for 15 minutes. 

Extended day children are given an extra half hour to play after lunch before the start of 

the extended program. 



128 

     

Figure 4.3: Vertical movement of children working together 

4.5.2 Kindergarten Two  Kindergarten Two, a Theme-based kindergarten is 

located where there are many new privately owned condominiums. Kindergarten Two is a 

premium kindergarten as school fees ranges above $1,000 per month for a 3.5 hour 

program. Kindergarten Two is owned by a company group that also provides enrichment 

classes (from pre-nursery onwards) in English and Mandarin.. The extension of the 

enrichment classes to kindergarten suggest a spill over of children who wish to continue 

their preschool years with the same company. This points to parents’ emphasis on literacy 

and language development as one of the main focus for their children’s education since this 

area is one of the strength of the enrichment programs. 

Principal and Vice-Principal 

The Principal of the five kindergartens is non-Singaporean and she holds a Masters 

in Early Childhood Education, with many years of teaching and leadership experiences. 

Even though the principal of Kindergarten Two holds the position of principal, she 

generally makes the bigger decisions related to the operation of the kindergartens at 

leadership meetings. The vice-principal, a Singaporean Chinese facilitates the operational 

aspect of the five kindergartens.  
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Staff 

There are seven Singaporean English teachers who are trained with at least a 

Diploma in Early Childhood Education, five support teachers with at least a certificate in 

Early Childhood Education and four trained Mandarin teachers from China at the 

kindergarten. The teachers at Kindergarten Two consist of teachers who are possess higher 

early childhood qualifications as compared to the minimum preschool teacher 

qualifications stipulated by the Ministry of Education. 

Philosophy 

Kindergarten Two focuses on a theme-based curriculum as their main mode of 

promoting children’s learning towards the holistic development of the child. Kindergarten 

Two’s vision is to provide excellence in education and focus on enabling success in school 

and in life through high quality, learner-centred education. Kindergarten Two aim to 

achieve excellence in education through eight core values – confidence, holistic education, 

integrity, love for learning, trusting relationships, expressing our best selves, respecting 

self and others and nurturing individual’s potential. These eight core values are 

communicated through the nature of the program, the physical environment, Quality 

teachers and parent partnership.  

Nature of the program 

The nature of program focuses on a 3.5 hour program which adopts a learning 

centre approach towards language, maths and science. Mandarin lessons are conducted on 

a daily basis based on a structured program. Speech and Drama and Music are included in 

the program and these specialised programs take place at least once a week over a 45 

minutes duration.  

All programs are conducted in English, with the exception of Mandarin. Parents are 

not provided with the option of selecting other languages besides Mandarin. This lack of 
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choice meant that children of other races need to sit through learning Mandarin with the 

Chinese children, pointing to the meeting the needs of the majority Chinese race.  

Speech and Drama and Music lessons focus on a planned curriculum where areas 

of focus are stipulated and specified according to the term (Figure 4.4). Children are not 

provided with the space and time to explore or further develop their ideas discussed during 

these specialised lessons in Speech and Drama and Music. This reflects a structured 

program, directing children towards desired learning outcomes.  

   

Figure 4.4: Planned area of focus for Speech and Drama 

The structured timetable also reflects directed and planned learning in blocks of at 

least one hour for both learning centre activities and Mandarin. This planned and directed 

structure seemed to put the notion of nurturing individual potential into question as themes 

seemed to be stipulated, directed and its objectives point to a desired outcome of individual 

child’s learning. This suggests that the value of love of learning may be perceived by 

Kindergarten Two as the means to cultivate learning through direction and hands-on 

opportunities when engaging in activities. 
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Physical Environment  

The physical environment of Kindergarten Two is set up in two distinct colours in 

all classrooms. Each classroom is set out with many different learning corners like 

construction, dramatic, research, maths, reading, language and literacy. Child-sized tables 

and chairs are located near each centre to facilitate learning and exploration. Writing 

materials are made available near each centre to encourage recording of ideas. However, 

there seemed to be a lack of stimulating materials to encourage, stimulate exploration and 

experimentation. Available materials are more related to teaching aids to facilitate learning 

of specific concepts rather than to encourage exploration, experimentation and play. In 

addition, space to explore construction, dramatic play is often limited to the front portion 

of the classroom where children sit for their discussions. This suggests that the classroom 

may be designed for desktop and planned activities rather than construction, dramatic-

related play (Figure 4.5). 

 

Figure 4.5: Limited space for construction and dramatic play 

The physical environment promotes independence as children as children are 

encouraged to remove their shoes and socks for visual check. Child-sized shoe racks and 

benches are available for children to sit and place their shoes into cubbies labelled with the 

child’s names (Figure 4.6). Children are also encouraged to unpack and sort their books 

when they arrive and leave school. Baskets and tubs labelled clearly are laid out on tables 
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outside the classrooms to facilitate children’s independence. However, children are 

observed to be hurried through the process of independence by parents and teachers when 

they arrive late to school. This suggests that teachers may be hurried by a tight timeline. 

Teachers’ responses seemed to suggest a more product oriented experience. 

  

Figure 4.6: Cubbies for shoes and baskets labelled to encourage independence 

Teachers 

Kindergarten Two teachers possess teaching qualifications meeting MOE stipulated 

requirements as a preschool teacher (e.g. Diploma in Early Childhood Education). Two 

teachers (a main teacher and supporting teacher) work with a group of 12-14 children in 

each classroom. Teachers are encouraged to speak Standard English when they are at the 

kindergarten. Singlish (local colloquial language) is discouraged as a form of 

communication as this reflects on the standards of the kindergarten. This discouragement 

seemed to point to the exclusion of the other and the limitation of preferences in 

conversing in the language teachers choose (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005).  

Teachers greet every child by their names when the children arrive at school and 

the teachers portray a friendly disposition when communicating with the children. 

However, teachers’ interactions seemed to switch from acknowledging each child to more 

directed interaction when more structured activities are introduced during learning centre 
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activities. The teachers’ switch from friendly to more directed interaction suggests that the 

teachers are not following through the core values of Kindergarten Two. 

Parent Partnership 

Kindergarten Two encourages frequent parent communication weekly and face to 

face parent-teacher chat every term. Teachers are encouraged to communicate with parents 

at least once a week via writing on the communication book, email, face to face 

communication or telephone conversation.  

4.6 Demographics of participants 

Kindergarten One and Kindergarten Two participated in both phase one and phase 

two of the research study. In Kindergarten Two, the same participants (principal, two 

teachers and two parents) took part in both phase one and two of the study. This is not the 

case in Kindergarten One where the principal and the same teacher participated in both 

phases of the study. Only two of ten parents who participated in phase one online 

questionnaire consented to engage in phase two semi-structured interview (Table 4.6). 

Table 4.6 

Participation in phase one and phase two of the study 

 Phase one  

Online Questionnaire 

 

Phase two  

Semi-Structured Interview 

 Kindergarten One Kindergarten Two Kindergarten One Kindergarten Two 

Principals 1 1 1 1 

Teachers 1 2 1 2 

Parents 10 2 2 2 

 12 5 4 5 
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4.6.1 Kindergarten One 

Principal 

As discussed in the earlier section, Kindergarten One principal (Karen) is the 

founder and owner of the kindergarten. Karen is Singaporean Chinese age between 41-45 

years. Karen possesses a Degree in Psychology, Diploma in Montessori and she has 

worked with children over seventeen years.  

Karen spent her childhood years in Greece and she expressed that her experience 

growing up in Greece influenced the way her values are developed. This suggests that 

Karen’s perception of quality early childhood education and how she perceive the world 

are influenced by her childhood experiences living in Greece. 

Teacher 

Joey is the Head Directress, a Singaporean Chinese that possesses six years of 

working experience at Kindergarten One. Joey switched her career from banking to early 

childhood education. Joey is Montessori trained and she has just recently completed her 

Diploma in Early Childhood Education (Teaching). Joey shared that the Diploma in Early 

Childhood Education provided a wider perspective to early childhood education. In her 

interview, Joey made reference frequently to the Kindergarten’s philosophy, how things 

are carried out at the kindergarten and Karen’s values. Joey seemed to echo Karen’s values 

and beliefs as part of the overarching value of the kindergarten. This interchange of 

Karen’s values could be attributed to playing the role as owner and principal at the 

kindergarten. 

Parents 

Phase one Online Questionnaire 

Kindergarten One parents saw the most number of parents participating in phase 

one online questionnaire. The high participation rate could be attributed to Joey’s belief 
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that research is vital in contributing to early childhood settings. Karen was the only 

principal who expressed her belief in research to improve development in early childhood 

settings. Karen’s belief may have attributed to a culture of sharing at her kindergarten. 

Like-minded parents who share in Kindergarten One’s values, are also drawn to the culture 

at the kindergarten (Rogoff, 1994). This points to the importance of the role of principals 

in establishing values and beliefs in the community of parents, teachers and children. 

Kindergarten One parents are highly educated with seven parents possessing at 

least a Masters degree and above; three of the seven parents possess PhD degrees. Only 

one Kindergarten One parent possesses a Diploma amongst the ten parents. This high 

number of educated parents suggests parents belong to the middle to high socio-economic 

income. Most parents are aged between 36-45 years with eight of ten parents having at 

least two children (Table 4.7). 

Table 4.7 

A summary of Kindergarten One parents’ background 

Background  Number of Parents 

Educational 

Qualifications  

Diploma 

Degree 

Masters  

(e.g. Finance, Business 

Administration, Medicine) 

PhD 

 

1 

2 

4 

 

 

 

3 

Age 25-29 years 

30-35 years 

36-40 years 

41-45 years 

More than 45 years 

 

- 

2 

4 

4 

- 

Number of children One 

Two  

Three 

2 

5 

3 

 

The concentration of highly qualified parents could be attributed to two main 

reasons – the location of the kindergarten is near the National University of Singapore and 

the draw of parents who believe in the philosophy of the kindergarten over academically 
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driven kindergartens. Kindergarten One is located about 1-2 km radius of the National 

University of Singapore. The proximity of Kindergarten One to the National University of 

Singapore may have contributed to the higher incidence of parents possessing higher 

qualifications. Kindergarten One parents’ belief in the values and philosophy of the 

kindergarten of providing life opportunities to develop life skills, may have attracted 

parents with similar philosophies to the kindergarten (Noble, 2007; Wise, 2002). This 

suggests that Kindergarten One parents prefer a more holistic development of children in 

exploring and discovering their strengths and potential as a child. 

Phase two semi-structured interview 

A higher qualified group of parents also contribute to a higher incidence of 

participation amongst Kindergarten One parents. Participation in research is perceived as a 

contribution rather than an obstacle to learning (Tenri, 2005). However, time is perceived 

as a constraint in phase two semi-structured interview where face to face interviews take 

about 30-45 minutes to complete. Only two of ten Kindergarten One parents share their 

interest in the study as they wanted their perspectives to be considered in the study. 

Sara, a mother of three children who attended Kindergarten One spoke highly of 

Kindergarten One and principal one. Sara, believe in children developing holistically in an 

exploratory manner. Jarry, a mother of two whose children also attended Kindergarten 

One, spoke of how much Kindergarten shared similar philosophy to those values practiced 

at home. Jarry believe that the kindergarten and home philosophy need to be similar so that 

children do not learn, relearn values and undo what is not acceptable values throughout the 

week.  

Sara and Jarry in phase two semi-structured interview suggest that they are 

believers of Kindergarten One’s philosophy and values instilled at the kindergarten setting. 
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This points to their choice of kindergarten as a reflection of identifying and recognising the 

importance of instilling confidence and the correct values in their children. 

4.6.2 Kindergarten Two. 

Vice-Principal 

The vice-principal (Doris) is a Singaporean Chinese who participated in both phase 

one and phase two of this study. Doris possess a Masters of Arts in Early Childhood 

Education and she has at least three years of working experience as a vice-principal of five 

kindergartens. She also possess a National Institute of Education Singapore Diploma in 

teaching Primary school children in Singapore’s mainstream education. This suggests that 

Doris is familiar with both early childhood education and mainstream setting. Doris is 

probably able to identify with the anxieties of parental expectations of preparation for 

mainstream education. 

Teachers 

Two Teachers from Kindergarten Two (Vee and Gina) participated in both phase 

one and phase two of this study. Vee and Gina are both Singapore Indians aged between 

30-35 years. Gina possesses a Diploma in Early Childhood Education and she has four 

years of working experience as a kindergarten teacher. She believes in the importance of 

understanding developmental theories when observing and planning for children.  

Vee is a Senior Teacher at Kindergarten Two who possesses a Degree in Early 

Childhood education. She has been working in early childhood settings for more than ten 

years. Vee strongly believes in listening to children and allowing children to direct their 

learning.  

The beliefs of both Gina and Vee in Early Childhood education suggest that they 

placed differing emphasis in perceiving children’s learning. Gina seemed to be driven by 
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developmental theories and Vee focus on the competence of children to articulate their 

preferences. 

Parents 

Susan and Eileen in Kindergarten Two participated in both phase one and phase 

two of the study. Susan is a Singaporean Chinese who possess a Master’s in Business 

Administration, aged between 36-40 years. Susan has three children and all three children 

attended Kindergarten Two. She believes in the core values of kindergarten and she has 

experienced how these core values influenced the development of her children. Susan is 

also a stronger believer in Confucius principles in guiding and steering children towards 

the right path.  

Eileen is Singapore Chinese and aged 41-45 years. She possesses a Degree in Law 

(Hons) and she has only one child. In the Singapore context, a single child meant parents 

would like to give their best to create a conducive learning environment for their child. 

Eileen shared that her childhood experiences and inner circle of friends shape her 

perception of what is important in early childhood education. 

4.7 Data analysis  

The data analysis was divided into two phases – online questionnaire and semi-

structured interviews. In each of the two phases, different data analysis methods were used. 

As this study engaged an explanatory mixed methods approach where the quantitative 

online questionnaire took on the role of the developmental stage to inform the qualitative 

semi-structured interviews, the explanation of the analysis used in two phases aid in 

displaying the rigor in the analysis process. 

4.7.1 Phase one online questionnaire.Data collected from phase one online 

questionnaire were tabulated by Qualtrics, an external online program. Simple frequency 

tabulations were used to collate participants’ responses according to each statement 
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reflected in each question. The manual frequency tabulated for each element in each 

question was collated based on the participants’ responses using a 4 point Likert scale. 

This was presented through principals, teachers, parents’ responses for each question 

through the use of a bar graph. The collation of each element in the online questionnaire 

was then compared and contrast across responses gathered for that section and across the 

two kindergartens.  The moving back and forth of data collected was necessary to maintain 

the rigor, trustworthiness and establish consistency of participants’ responses in the initial 

phase of this study (Fereday & Cochrane-Muir, 2006; Johnson & Onwueghuzie, 

2004).Trustworthiness of phase one online questionnaire findings was also established 

through the development of phase two semi-structured interview questions. Tabulations 

with contradictory responses were noted down and these contradictory responses 

contributed towards the development of phase two semi-structured interview questions. 

The contradictory responses in the initial analysis of phase one online questionnaire 

participants’ responses were examined across the different sections, to identify the quality 

indicators that require clarification in the development of phase two semi-structured 

interview questions (Ivankova, Creswell, & Stick, 2006). 

4.7.2 Phase two semi-structured interviews. This qualitative interpretive study 

uses a thematic analysis to interpret findings. This study followed the sequence of thematic 

analysis suggested by Braun and Clark (2006) to break down, categorise and interpret the 

data generated. Thematic analysis “is simply a way of organizing a thematic analysis of 

qualitative data” seeking to “unearth the themes salient in a text at different levels” 

(Attride-Stirling, 2001; p.387). Thematic analysis is represented by thematic maps used in 

this study, intended to “explore the understanding of an issue” that reflected the 

understandings of localised Singaporean perspectives of the two kindergartens (ibid; 

p.387). Thematic analysis is important in this study as its purpose is “identifying, analysing 

and reporting patterns within data” (Braun & Clark, 2006, p.79).  
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In this study, the thematic analysis followed six phases suggested by Braun and 

Clark (2006) to identify, analysing and report on themes and patterns arising from verbatim 

interview transcripts. In the first phase of transcribing the data, external sources were used 

to transcribe all nine semi-structured interviews recorded on audio. The transcripts were 

read against the audio interviews to verify accuracy and become familiarised with the data 

before interpretation. 

In the second phase of generating codes, the data were analysed according to the 

four main parts of the interview questions (definition of quality early childhood education, 

perception of children, quality teaching and parent partnership) derived from phase one 

online questionnaire using descriptive coding. Descriptive coding helped to identify topics 

in the data and categorise the data for easy reference to characterise participants’ responses 

(Richards, 2009; Saldana, 2009).  

The use of the four main parts derived from phase one semi-structured interviews 

and descriptive coding use the characteristics of quality early childhood to code the data 

(see Appendix 5). Braun and Clarke (2006) explain that this is common to qualitative 

studies as there is no one way of coding is the correct way to categorising data. The coding 

process is reflective of the research question and the area of focus the researcher would 

like to emphasize in the study (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Descriptive coding representing the 

similar quality characteristics are grouped together to provide easier analysis of 

participants’ responses (see Appendix 6). 

Quality characteristics were represented in column form to provide a coding table 

and track responses that aid in easier analysis for patterns and repeated responses. As this 

study was inductive in nature, the data driven process focused on developing a coding table 

through the data rather than a pre-designed coding framework (Attride-Stirling, 2001; 

Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006). The purpose of an inductive approach focused on 
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limiting the coding within the boundaries of identifying responses that characterise, 

describe and define quality (Attride-Stirling, 2001).  

The data-driven process focused on using a “recursive process” of moving “back 

and forth” to further categorize the descriptive coding into more meaningful form from the 

descriptive coding gathered from the four main areas in the interview (Braun & Clark, 

2006, p.86). Patterns that arose from these codes were identified in the process of grouping 

of data or grouped responses (see Appendix 7). 

Issues arising from these detailed descriptive codes were identified and contributed 

to the development of basic themes that “reduces data into a more manageable set of 

significant themes” (Attride-Stirling, 2001, p.392). This made up the third phase of the 

thematic analysis. Thematic maps were used to identify and facilitate this process of 

developing basic themes (see Appendix 8).  

In the fourth phase, two global themes (development of life skills to prepare 

children for life and kindergarten as the promoter of life skills in children) were identified 

after the rigour of moving back and forth to determine that the themes represent the data as 

a whole (see Appendix 9). Fine tuning was done to ensure that the categories were 

reflective of the two themes. In the fifth phase, the two main themes were defined to 

determine “the essence of what the theme is all about’ and ‘identify the story each theme 

tells” (Braun & Clark, 2006, p.92). The sixth phase is represented by the writing up of the 

analysis. 

4.8 Trustworthiness of the study 

The trustworthiness of the study of ‘what is quality early childhood education from 

two Singaporean kindergartens’, used Creswell and Miller (2000)’s “two dimensional 

framework” to highlight appropriate valid processes that are used to reflect the credibility 

and the paradigms in this study (p.124). Creswell and Miller (2000)’s two dimensional 
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framework focuses on “the lens used by the researcher” and “the paradigm assumptions” 

as foundational factors to support the validity of how inferences are made to the data 

collected (p.125). 

Consistent or inconsistent participants’ responses are discussed in greater details in 

Chapter Four. Morse, Barrett, Mayan, Olson, & Spiers (2002) define this process as the 

“moving back and forth between design and implementation to ensure congruence among 

question formulation, literature, recruitment, data collections strategies and analysis” 

(p.17). 

The interpretive paradigm used in this study was clearly reflected in how the data 

collected was interpreted using a thematic analysis and using thick, rich description to 

present participants’ quality conceptualisations in their context  (Creswell & Miller, 2000). 

Thick and rich description were used to describe an experience or the sharing of an 

interaction to bring to the forefront the “situatedness, trustworthiness and authenticity” of 

participants’ perspectives of quality early childhood education (Tobin & Begley, 2004, 

p.391). 

The study also used Guba and Lincoln (1985)’s concepts like credibility, 

transferability, dependability and conformability to extend the rigour of the qualitative 

mixed methods approach used in this study. Guba and Lincoln (1985)  use 

“trustworthiness” (p.290) to describe the research quality (McGregor & Murnane, 2010). 

The qualitative nature of this study focused on using “credibility”, “transferability” and 

“confirmability” as descriptors to establish the research quality in this study (Guba & 

Lincoln 1985, p.215). Dependability was not adopted as a characteristic to reflect 

trustworthiness as the research question reflected an in-depth study into two Singaporean 

kindergartens. The research findings did not ensure reliability of repeating the study and 

achieving similar findings if the study was repeated (Shenton, 2004). Rather, the nature of 
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this qualitative interpretive paradigm was reflective of quality conceptualisations from a 

specific time and space. 

The study of participants’ perspectives of quality early childhood education 

indicated credibility through the going back and forth of engagement with participants 

through two phases of data collection where the online questionnaire generated general 

participants’ perspectives to inform the development of semi-structured interview 

questions, clarification of perspectives through semi-structured interviews, sharing of 

information with my supervisor as a bouncing board and field note observations (Shenton, 

2004). Semi-structured interviews further established credibility through iterative 

questioning where the researcher went back to rephrase a question to ensure transparency 

(ibid).  

4.9 Summary 

The two kindergartens that participated in the study reflected dependability as an 

audit trail was present in terms of data documentation (like field notes), detailed 

implementation of both methods (quantitative online questionnaire and qualitative semi-

structured interview) and the use of frequency tables for quantitative online questionnaire 

and thematic analysis for qualitative semi-structured interviews to analyse the data 

collected (Shenton, 2004; Tobin & Begley, 2004). The issue of transferability was not 

evident in this exploratory study as participants’ perspectives were based on the situated 

context of each kindergarten, influenced by the subjective socio cultural factors unique to 

each participant. 

The study reflected ethical considerations and was meticulous in following through 

the interpretive research paradigm in the selection and justification of mixed methods 

research methodology. The next two chapters will present the findings that represent phase 

one online questionnaire and phase two semi-structured interviews.    
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CHAPTER 5: PHASE ONE ONLINE QUESTIONNAIRE FINDINGS 

5.1 Introduction 

The last chapter presented the methodology used in this study to reflect the 

interpretive paradigm, ontological and epistemological perspectives, an explanatory 

sequential mixed methods design, the contextualisation of kindergarten sites and 

participants to understand quality conceptualisations in two Singaporean kindergartens. As 

the study focuses on understanding quality perceptions from a localised perspective, using 

an interpretive paradigm provides the opportunities for multiple perspectives and the 

consideration of local context to shed light on how quality early childhood education is 

conceptualised. This is significant as findings contribute to the focus on how quality local 

conceptualisations are rich in their context and provide contextualised quality meanings to 

quality early childhood education. 

This chapter presents phase one online questionnaire findings as the developmental 

process of the study that contribute to the development of phase two semi-structured 

interview questions.  Sections 5.2 and 5.3 present Kindergarten One (Montessori-based) 

and Kindergarten Two (Theme-based) findings. Kindergarten One and Kindergarten Two 

are used as the pseudonyms to represent the two different kindergartens’ philosophies. The 

two kindergarten findings are presented based on five dimensions (definition of quality 

early childhood education, childhood as an influence of perceptions of quality, 

perspectives of quality based on structure and process factors, perspectives of current 

kindergarten and parent partnership) reflected in the online questionnaire. Section 5.5 

discusses the similarities and differences in both Kindergarten One and Kindergarten Two 

findings, highlighting the possible cultural and contextual factors that shape participants’ 

quality early childhood education. Section 5.6 concludes with the implications for the 

development of semi-structured interview questions. The justification of four quality areas 

identified in the development of interview questions are discussed in Section 5.6.1. 
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5.2 Kindergarten One findings 

5.2.1 Definition of quality early childhood education. Quality early childhood 

education was described as meeting the expectations of a service and the education of a 

child. Findings also demonstrated that participants’ quality perceptions were personal and 

contextual. These two quality characteristics represented participants’ acknowledgement of 

quality early childhood education as a market-driven service, focusing on educating 

children in the early years. Principal, teachers and parents’ quality perceptions are 

discussed further in sections 5.2.1.1, 5.2.1.2 and 5.2.1.3. 

5.2.1.1 Quality as a personal construction. Kindergarten One Principal (Karen) 

shared that her conceptualisation of quality was personally constructed. She defined quality 

early childhood education as providing the expectations of a service and educating of a 

child. However, Karen did not agree that her definition of quality was shaped by society or 

government related education policies. This supported Karen’s notion of quality as 

personally constructed. 

Unlike Karen’s definition, Teacher (Joey)’s definition of quality early childhood 

education only focused on quality as meeting the expectations of a service. Joey’s focus on 

quality early childhood as a service suggested that quality was perceived as meeting 

market expectations of delivering specific quality services to parents and ensuring quality 

standards are maintained. 

Like the Principal, all ten parents defined quality as meeting the needs of educating 

a child. Seven of ten parents also recognised that quality was meeting the expectations of a 

service and identified that quality was personally constructed (Figure 5.1). Like Karen, the 

same number of parents also personalised their conceptualisation of quality and they also 

disagreed that government policies have any influences on their quality perceptions. Half 

the parents also responded that external factors like society do not contribute to their 

conceptualisation of quality.  
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Parents’ perspectives reflected that external forces like societal expectations and 

government policies do not contribute to the personally constructed definition of quality. 

This suggested that parents recognised that quality was influenced more significantly by 

their personal values and beliefs. Parents seemed to take ownership of their perceptions of 

quality rather than allowing external influences to shape their perceptions of quality.  

 

Figure 5.1: Participants’ responses towards definition of quality early childhood education 

Participants’ perspectives pointed to the similarities in perspectives between 

principal and parents, and principal and teacher. Karen and parents shared the common 

perspective that quality early childhood education was about educating a child. These 

perspectives differed from principal and teacher who agreed that the market driven 

expectations of parents defined how quality early childhood is defined. Participants’ 

similarities in perspective suggested the possibility of participants wearing similar lens 

when conceptualising quality. This could be an area of focus that was significant to inform 

cultural practices and beliefs in Kindergarten One. 

5.2.1.2 Quality perspectives are influenced by kindergarten curriculum as a 

quality outcome. Participants’ earlier perspectives of quality as meeting the expectations of 

a service and educating a child were further explained by participants’ identifying factors 

that influenced their quality conceptualisations. 
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Karen, Joey and all parents perceived curriculum as the quality feature in 

determining quality early childhood education (Figure 5.2). Curriculum as a tool of 

determining quality outcome was often used in scales and longitudinal studies as the 

structural element in quantitative measurement of quantitative studies (Fenech 2010). This 

suggested that quality as a concept was still culturally perceived in the kindergarten as an 

indicator to reflect quality outcomes. The culturally driven perspective of curriculum 

represented a neoliberal perspective towards quality that is predominantly evident in 

Singapore’s education system and culture (Gopinathan, 1997; Tan, 2012; Tan, Gopinathan 

& Ho, 1997). Further understanding of the underlying factors influencing participants’ 

perspectives of quality can help to shed more light into the influence of neoliberal policies 

on participants’ conceptualisation of quality. 

 

Figure 5.2: Factors influencing participants’ definition of quality early childhood education 

5.2.1.3 Quality perspectives are influenced by personal experiences and 

upbringing. Principals and parents identified personal preferences as a factor influencing 

their perceptions of quality early childhood education. Personal preferences reinforced 

earlier responses that pointed to Karen and seven of ten parents agreeing that quality was 
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personally constructed and not defined by government policies. The similar perspectives of 

Karen and parents suggested the possibilities of participants placing a larger emphasis on 

their personal values and upbringing as factors shaping their quality perspectives rather 

than on external factors to shape their notion of quality. 

The possibilities of participants placing a larger emphasis on their personal values 

and upbringing were suggested by how participants indicated that external factors like 

higher fees, advertisements and brand name do not influence their perspectives of quality. 

Instead, participants placed a greater trust on recommendations from friends or the sharing 

of experiences as important features influencing their perspective of quality towards 

kindergartens. 

5.2.2 Quality as a learning journey towards preparation for future 

challenges. Participants provided greater insights into what kind of curriculum they 

perceived as quality early childhood education while sharing about their images of 

childhood. Karen, Joey and all the parents agreed that childhood was about leaning and 

exploration through play. Karen and parents also agreed that children learn about their 

environment, explore, develop social-emotional skills and learn what was right and wrong 

during their childhood.  

Karen agreed that childhood was a period where children were preparing for 

mainstream education and preparation towards adulthood (Figure 5.3). Parents shared 

mixed responses in the notion of childhood as preparation for mainstream education. Only 

five of ten parents agreed on childhood as the preparation for mainstream education. 

However, nine of ten parents agreed that childhood was working towards preparation for 

adulthood. These different parental responses suggested the possibility that parents 

perceived the long term perspective of preparation for adulthood as more important than 

meeting the challenges of preparing for mainstream education. 
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Figure 5.3: Participants’ responses to defining childhood 

Overall, participants’ perspectives of childhood as a period of preparation either for 

adulthood or mainstream education or both were evident as common perspectives between 

principal and parents. Participants’ identification of curriculum as a common feature of 

determining quality in early childhood education suggested curriculum should consist of 

elements of exploration that leads to the development of desired outcomes like social-

emotional skills, life skills like learning right from wrong and be adaptive in their 

environment. Participants’ views on curriculum also pointed to their beliefs in the abilities 

of children. Principal and eight of ten parents agreed that childhood was not a period where 

children are powerless and unable to defend themselves. Rather participants’ responses to 

the questions suggested that children possessed the ability to learn, explore and develop 

skills that will help them towards preparation for the future. 
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5.2.3 Quality perspectives on the structure and process elements reflected in 

the kindergarten philosophy.  The philosophy of the kindergarten was identified as 

important quality indicators by all participants when considering quality early childhood 

education. Karen and all parents’ acknowledgement that philosophy contributed to their 

definition of quality, reinforced the notion that their personal childhood influences were 

contributors in identifying what is important in quality early childhood education (see 

Figure 5.1). This pointed to the possibility of participants’ belief that the sharing of a 

similar philosophy with the kindergarten reduced any conflicting practices between home 

and school environments. The influence of childhood experiences on philosophy also 

recognised and pointed to the importance of considering contextual factors related to 

practices and beliefs in understanding what influenced and constituted quality early 

childhood education (see Figure 5.2). 

Physical environment 

Besides the kindergarten possessing similar philosophy as participants, participants 

indicate that elements of the physical environment contributed to the learning experiences 

of children’s play. All participants emphasized the importance of support, through the 

nurturing of a warm and friendly environment, the providence of stimulating physical 

equipment, space and opportunities to explore in a quality physical environment.  

Kindergarten teachers 

All participants agreed that kindergarten teachers played an important role in 

creating a warm and caring environment for children to learn and develop skills. All 

participants identified five areas that constituted quality kindergarten teachers in an early 

childhood setting. These five areas were the knowledge and attitude of the teacher, 

communication with parents, providing stimulating activities and teacher child ratio. 

Participants believed that kindergarten teachers should possess sufficient knowledge of 
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what they were doing so that teachers can provide stimulating activities that engage the 

children. Teachers also played the role of communicating children’s learning to parents. 

Participants expected quality kindergarten teachers to possess characteristics of being 

warm and caring so that their children are learning in a supportive environment. 

Curriculum 

Curriculum was a means of identifying quality early childhood education and was 

further defined by all participants as reinforcing the importance of children learning 

through hands-on exploration, experimentation and play. However, the issue of preparing 

children to meet the Ministry of Education (MOE) Desired Outcomes for Preschool 

Children indicated mixed responses (that is similar to the statement where participants rate 

preparation for primary school). Six of ten parents did not think that the curriculum should 

focus on the preparation of children to meet MOE’s Desired Outcomes for Preschool 

Children. Karen and eight of ten parents also highlighted the importance of providing 

structured program working towards academic skills and a more teacher-directed program 

leading to outcomes. This seemed to be contradictory to what is defined as important 

indicators of hands on experimental and exploratory children’s learning. But this was not 

surprising considering that Montessori environments possessed specific learning outcomes 

and structured ways of working on Montessori materials (see Figure 4.1 and Figure 4.2).  

Developing social-emotional skills 

Karen, Joey and all ten parents indicated the importance of providing opportunities 

for children to develop children’s problem solving, critical thinking, conflict resolution 

skills in a safe haven for the exploration of children’s ideas and expressions. All 

participants also identified that this could be carried out in an environment where 

appropriate behaviour was explained. All participants (except for one parent) recognised 

that appropriate behaviour can be further practiced by placing sharing strategies in place 
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for children to self-regulate. Through the establishment of a safe environment and 

strategies put in place, all participants (except for two parents) believed that children 

should be provided with opportunities to think outside the box.  

The control children’s ability to express their ideas (children are not encouraged to 

ask questions, challenge their ideas) and their actions/behaviour (children are constantly 

told what to do) were not indicated to be important by Karen, Joey and at least seven of ten 

parents. This pointed to the belief that most participants in kindergarten thought that 

developing social-emotional skills in an environment that provided opportunities and 

strategies for children to regulate their social-emotional skills, as important in a child’s 

learning journey. 

Developing self-help skills 

Karen, Joey and all parents shared similar perspectives that self-help skills should 

be developed in an encouraging environment that provides opportunities to extend 

children’s independence and to create their awareness of self in the environment. All 

participants also reflected on the importance of involving parent partnership to help 

children work towards their independence. However, Joey and six of ten parents did not 

agree that direct parental instructions when children arrive and leave school will help in 

developing their self-help skills. Instead Karen and eight of ten parents thought it was 

important to focus on directed and repeated instructions to help children learn instead of 

focusing on the parents. 

Sensitivity to child’s background 

The consideration of the child’s family background in the area of beliefs, practices 

and ideas was important to all participants when considering quality early childhood 

education. Karen and Joey indicated the importance of considering the home environment, 

gaining knowledge of the home environment, building relationships with parents and 
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understanding parents’ practices, ideas and providing a listening ear to parents. All ten 

parents agreed on the importance of gaining knowledge of children’s home environment, 

building and understanding parents’ ideas, practices through listening to parent. 

Parent partnership 

All participants indicated the importance of parent partnerships and value open 

communication level about their children’s progress on a regular basis. Karen, Joey and all 

ten Parents believed in the importance of considering parental opinions, feedback and 

inviting parents to be involved in their children’s classroom. Most participants (except for 

three of ten parents) thought that making the parent feel welcomed was important. 

However, seven of ten parents believed that strategies to help parents to aid their children 

in developing independence were not important. Instead, focus should be placed on the 

home knowledge and information that helped in developing opportunities and potential for 

their children. 

Accessibility and kindergarten’s administration 

All participants considered the structural aspect of the kindergarten as an important 

quality factor. Timing of the program was considered as an important quality indicator for 

all participants. Karen, Joey and nine of ten parents also perceived location and cost of the 

program contribute to the structural aspect of quality. Besides structural aspects of the 

kindergarten, all participants also suggested the importance of the personal touch from 

staff as quality indicators. All participants pointed to the importance of friendly, helpful 

and easy accessibility to staff as important quality indicators. All participants also 

indicated that staff at the kindergarten should reflect the kindergarten’s philosophy and 

nine of ten parent believe that it is important to be patient with parents.  

5.2.4 Quality in practice: Perspectives of current kindergarten.  The principal 

and teacher rated all twelve factors as good in their current kindergarten (see Table 5.1). 
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These twelve factors were similar to the seven structure and process indicators that 

participants were asked to rate, to reflect their perspectives of quality.  

Table 5.1 

Participants from both kindergartens rated their current kindergarten based on these 

twelve factors  

1. Physical environment (e.g. playground, facilities etc.) 

2. Curriculum 

3. Value-added services (e.g. Speech & Drama, Music, Gym etc.) 

4. Qualified teachers 

5. Teachers who speak standard English 

6. Warm and caring teachers 

7. Parent teacher communication 

8. Parent partnership 

9. Sound philosophy of the kindergarten 

10. Developing your child’s socio emotional skills 

11. Opportunities to develop self-help skills 

12. Accessibility of your child’s kindergarten 

 

Parents rated the twelve areas referring to their current kindergarten as ‘good’ on 

the 4 point Likert scale. All except for factors like qualified teachers, parent partnership 

and accessibility of the kindergarten, where at least one parent rated these areas as ‘poor’ 

on the 4-point Likert scale. Parents’ rating of their current kindergarten as good in the 

twelve areas reflected the possibility that parents chose the kindergarten that met their 
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expectations of early childhood education and the kindergarten sharing similar values to 

parents’ values and beliefs. 

Principal and teacher who were more involved in the translating of philosophy into 

practice, tend to rate their kindergarten as good. Parents on the other hand, focused on 

similar areas but they were not unanimous in their responses.  

5.2.5 Quality in practice: Parent partnership and feedback.  In this study, 

parent partnership was defined as how parents were provided with the opportunities to 

participate at the kindergarten. Parent partnerships do not seem to be a common feature of 

Kindergarten One. Participants’ responses did not reflect any common areas. This 

suggested that Kindergarten One may not be open to parent partnership and the frequency 

of other means of participation like being a guest speaker for a specific occupation, being a 

parent helper during field trips and being a parent volunteer in the classroom, were not a 

common option to parents.  

5.3 Kindergarten Two findings 

5.3.1 Definition of quality early childhood education.  Quality early childhood 

education is defined as possessing similar characteristics to Kindergarten One’s definition 

in 5.2.1. The difference is the inclusion of recognising friends’ recommendations and 

quality as a developing and learning journey as two additional factors influencing 

participants’ quality definition in Kindergarten Two. Differences were more apparent in 

the influences of societal influences and government policies. These differences in quality 

definitions would be discussed in further details in 5.5. Sections 5.3.1.1 – 5.3.1.4 explained 

participants’ quality perspectives in more details. 

5.3.1.1 Quality defined as a personal construction. The Principal (Doris), 

teachers and parents agreed that quality early childhood education was defined as personal, 

meeting the expectations of a service and meeting the needs of educating a child. However, 
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both parents disagreed that quality was defined by society (Figure 5.4). Parents showed 

mixed responses when they were rating government policies. One parent agreed 

government policies influenced their definition of early childhood education but the other 

parent disagreed.  Mixed responses were also gathered from teachers about the influences 

of society and government policies. This could be explained by the way teachers and 

parents agreed that personal preferences influenced their perspectives of quality. 

 

Figure 5.4: Participants’ perspectives on defining quality early childhood education 

However, Doris’ responses to the influencing factors of government policies and 

society demonstrated clearer responses. Doris identified factors that society and 

government policies as influences on her conceptualisation of quality. This was consistent 

with how Doris also indicated that personal preferences was not a factor influencing her 

perceptions of quality early childhood education. Overall, participants’ varying responses 

about the influences of society and government policies pointed to possible underlying 

values and beliefs that shape participants’ quality early childhood education. 

5.3.1.2 Quality perspectives are influenced by kindergarten curriculum and 

recommendation by friends. Participants further explained that curriculum and 

recommendation by friends shaped their perspectives of quality early childhood education. 
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Curriculum was perceived by participants as the means to determine quality in early 

childhood education (Figure 4.5). This pointed to Kindergarten Two’s culture of using 

curriculum as a tool to reflect quality, suggesting the possibilities of culturally perceived 

perspectives of the curriculum as means to determining quality outcomes.  

 

Figure 5.5: Factors influencing participants’ definition of quality early childhood education 

Recommendations by friends through word of mouth as an important quality 

indicator also suggested that participants believed in listening to experiences by trusted 

relationships as contributors to shaping participants’ perspectives of quality. Parents’ 

identification of brand name as the means to influencing quality early childhood education 

could be attributed to friends’ recommendations that shaped their quality perspectives. This 

was characteristic of Kindergarten Two since the parent company was known for their 

value-added services in early childhood. The flow over of children from these value-added 

services were common as a form of continuation. This pointed to the possibility of 

transference of experiences where parents used their own experiences and recommendation 

by friends to determine how they define quality early childhood education (Noble, 2007). 

5.3.1.3 Quality as a developing and learning journey. Participants’ responses to 

their perceptions of childhood identified quality early childhood as a period where children 
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learnt about their environment, develop social-emotional skills and learn, develop through 

exploration through play (Figure 4.6). These perspectives provided context to what quality 

early childhood curriculum should consist of and how teachers can develop activities 

through exploration and play. 

 

Figure 5.6: Participants’ perspectives of childhood 

Doris and the parents at Kindergarten Two agreed that childhood was also a period 

of preparation for mainstream education, adulthood and period where children learn 

lifelong skills like learning right from wrong. This suggested reflections on the influence 

on quality curriculum and what quality curriculum should achieve. However, the teachers 

disagreed that childhood was a period of preparation for mainstream education and a 

period where children learnt lifelong skills. Teachers recognised that children possessed 

the power to defend themselves where they are able to share their ideas with others. 

Differing teachers’ perspectives from Doris and parents may be the result of teacher 

training focus on developmental theories that influenced the way teachers perceived 

childhood as not a period of preparation but development (Ministry of Education, 2012). 
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Instead, development theories focused on how children at certain age can achieve specific 

outcomes.  

Overall, childhood was perceived a learning and developing journey where children 

achieved development outcomes and prepare for the future. Differing perspectives of 

childhood between principal and parents, and teachers suggested possible underlying 

values and beliefs in steering participants’ perspectives of quality. 

5.3.2 Quality perspectives on the structure and process factors in the 

kindergarten philosophy.  The principal, teachers and parents indicated the importance of 

the kindergarten’s philosophy as a quality indicator. All participants also pointed to the 

importance of the kindergarten possessing similar philosophy as their own philosophy. All 

participants recognised that their philosophies weres shaped by their childhood 

experiences. Principal and parents added their societal views contributed to shape their 

philosophy. Parents also pointed to government policies and the Singapore education 

system as shaping their philosophy. Like the principal of Kindergarten One, Doris’s 

responses were precise as she indicated that government policies and the Singapore 

education system do not influence her philosophy but she recognised that societal views 

are important factors shaping her philossphy. 

Physical environment 

Like Kindergarten One, the principal of Kindergarten Two, teachers and parents 

indicated the importance of support (children’s learning and exploration), personal touch 

(warm and friendly), space (moving around to explore) and stimulating toys and materials 

as quality indicators when considering physical environment. However, all participants 

unanimously stated the importance of all statements indicated in physical environment as a 

quality indicator. This signified the importance all participants place on the physical 

environment as a support for children’s learning. 
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Kindergarten teachers 

All participants indicated the importance of kindergarten teachers posessing the 

personal touch (caring, warmth), providence of stimulating activities which reflect 

teachers’ observation, reflectiveness, good management skills and open communication 

with parents about their child’s progress (parent partnership, building of relationship 

through trust and assurance). The principal Doris, was the only participant who highlighted 

that minimum strategies and more directed interaction used are not important quality 

indicators for Teachers. This suggested that teachers and parents believe that directed 

interections by the teacher was important to engaging children in the classroom.   

Curriculum 

All participants indicated the importance of considering curriculum in the areas of 

preparation (mainstream education, meeting MOE Desired outcomes), providing time, 

hands on opportunities to explore, experiment, learn through play and develop social 

interaction through developmentally appropriate activities. However, mixed responses 

were gathered by both teachers about structured program focusing on academic skills and 

more teacher directed activities towards outcomes. Doris did not agree to the importance of 

more teacher directed activities as a quality indicator. This suggested Doris’s philosophy 

was reflective of a more hands-on exploratory play rather than more directed activities as a 

quality indicator. 

Developing social-emotional skills 

Developing social-emotional skills as a quality indicator was perceived by the 

principal, teachers and parents as opportunities to develop children’s problem solving, 

critical thinking and conflict resolutaions skills through the aid of strategies in a safe 

environment where children can explore, self regulate and they are encouraged to think out 

of the box . 
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However, mixed responses were developed between teachers and parents in 

statements that drew on how to develop opportunities to encourage the development of 

social-emotional skills. Teachers and parents’ mixed responses were reflected in 

statements that provided a more structured environment like ‘not encouraging children to 

ask question’ and ‘not given the opportunities to challenge their ideas’. The Principal, on 

the other hand was consistent with her responses of disagreeing with the importance of the 

same statements that discouraged children to express their ideas and their development 

were planned towards a planned outcome.  

Developing self help skills 

All participants indicated that it is the role of the school in developing school 

routines to encourage independence in the area of being responsible for their own 

belonging and the awareness of self and environment. All participants also perceived 

parent play a role in contributing to encourage children towards greater independence. 

Principal and parents agreed that it was important for repeated instructions to be 

given to children to learn self-help skills as well as parent participation in providing direct 

instructions to help children when they arrived and leave school. However, teachers shared 

mixed responses to the same statements. This suggested that principal and parents shared 

similar perspectives to repeated instructions as means to steer and direct children towards 

independence. Teachers may share other strategies ideas, reflecting teachers’ personal 

ways of handling the development of children’s social-emotional skills. 

Sensitivity to child’s background 

The consideration of a child’s background was indicated by both teachers and 

parents as important. Both teachers and parents indicated that the consideration of family 

background, knowledge of home environment and understanding of parents’ practices are 

important quality indicators. In addition, teachers and parents also included the importance 
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of building relationships with parents and providing a listening ear when needed. However, 

Doris did not respond to any of these statements. This may be an error in missing the 

question or forgetting to come back to the question. 

Parent partnership 

Parent partnership was considered important in the areas relating to open 

communication using different modes about children’s progress on a regular basis. Other 

important elements included making the parents feel welcome and their opinions, ideas and 

feedback are considered by the kindergarten.  

Accessibility and kindergarten’s administration 

Accessibility to the kindergarten in terms of cost and timing of the program were 

indicated as important quality indicators by all participants. All participants also indicated 

the importance of kindergarten administration to reflect the kindegarten’s philosophy, 

provide friendly and helpful service to parent by making accessing to assistance easiler. 

Like responses gathered from participants from Kindergarten One,  customer service was 

considered important quality indicators. 

5.3.3 Quality in practice: Perspectives of current kindergarten. All 

participants indicated that their child’s current kindergarten rated ‘good’ on the 4 point 

Likert scale, on all the  twelve factors indicated in the question (see Table 5.1). Only the 

principal indicated that she did not feel the philosophy of her current philosophy was good 

in the area of children developing sound moral values. Participants also agreed that their 

current kindergarten met the twelve statements reflected in the MOE desired outcomes.  

5.3.4 Quality in practice: Parent partnership and feedback. All participants 

agreed that the participation of parents as a helper during field trips were frequent at 

Kindergarten Two. The principal and teachers felt that reading a story to the children were 

frequent. However, there were mixed responses to how parents felt about reading a story to 
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the children. Only one of the two parents felt that this was a frequent event. Similar mixed 

responses were highlighted by parents in the same area as guest speaker for specific 

occupation. Both teachers also thought that this means of parent partnership was not 

frequent. However, the principal indicated that she thought that inviting a guest speaker for 

specific occupation is frequent. Both teachers and parents did not agree that parent 

volunteers in the kindergarten was frequent. This pointed to the principal’s genreal 

overview of the kindergartens she oversaw while parents and teachers responded based on 

their experience at their current kindergarten.  

The differences in principal and teachers perception of quality may be a reflection 

of different kindergarten situations. In addition, Doris, the principal may reflect responses 

based on her experiencers in five kindergartens rather than in one kindergarten. Teachers, 

on the other hand, focused on their individual classes as the basis of determining parent 

partnership at their kindergarten. Participants’ perspectives pointed to experiences as 

means to determine the frequency of parent partnership, suggesting the influence of 

cultural factors in influencing perceptions of parent partnership. 

5.4. Similarities of Kindergarten One and Kindergarten Two findings 

Kindergarten One and Kindergarten Two participants agreed and defined quality 

early childhood education in three areas - quality early childhood as a personal 

construction influenced by personal experiences and contextual dimension and quality 

early childhood education as a learning journey during chidlhood. Kindergarten One and 

Kindergarten Two participants identified curriculum as the common factor determining 

and influencing early childhood education. The recognition of curriculum as the main 

factor influencing their perspectives of quality suggested underlying possible personal 

dimension of quality, philosophy and contextual values governing the way Singapore 

participants perceive quality. 
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Kindergarten One and Kindergarten Two participants recognised childhood as a 

learning journey. Participants’ similar responses suggested that childhood was 

characteristic of children learning through play and exploration, childhood was a period 

where children developed their social-emotional skills and their environment. Kindergarten 

One and Kindergarten Two participants pointed to their childhood experiences as factors 

shaping their image of childhood. Participants’ childhood experience suggested that their 

family upbringing (like moral values, beliefs), experience of their education system and the 

larger community may have contributed to their perceptions of childhood. This suggested 

the examining of participants’ underlying cultural values and beliefs to further understand 

participants’ perception of quality early childhood education. 

Kindergarten One and Kindergarten Two participants shared similar perspectives 

on identifying elements in quality early childhood education. These elements were 

categorised in nine areas that included kindergarten’s philosophy, physical environment, 

kindergarten teachers, accessibility and kindergarten administration, curriculum, socio 

emotional skills, self-help skills, sensitivity to child’s background and parent partnership.  

Kindergarten One and Kindergarten Two participants indicated that opportunities 

to develop problem solving, critical thinking, and conflict resolution skills in a safe haven 

where children were told what was appropriate behaviour were important quality indicators 

of socio emotional skills. Kindergarten One and Kindergarten Two participants also 

reflected that kindergartens should encourage independence through school routines where 

children were responsible for their own belongings, develop child’s awareness of self, their 

environment and working with parents to help children towards independence. 

Kindergarten One and Kindergarten Two participants’ perceptions of parent partnership 

were similar in the area of open communication via different modes through regular 

communication. Participants also suggested the consideration of parent opinions and 

feedback to be included in parent partnership. 
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Kindergarten One and Kindergarten Two participants’ perceptions of their current 

kindergarten indicated that participants were satisfied with what their current kindergarten 

were providing. This was reflected in Kindergarten One and Kindergarten Two participants 

rating their current kindergarten as good on the 4 point Likert scale, in the ten statements 

relating to their current kindergarten. Kindergarten One and Kindergarten Two participants 

agreed that their own philosophy about education, contributed to their responses towards 

their current kindergarten. Participants also attributed that they chose their kindergarten as 

a result of the nature of the program, philosophy of the kindergarten program and the 

conducive environment for learning.  

Overall, the similarities of participants’ responses displayed a general overview 

perspective of how Singapore participants perceive quality early childhood education. 

Quality is perceived as providing education for children, personally constructed and 

meeting the expectations of a service.  Focus was placed on the curriculum as one of the 

main factors in evaluating quality. Participants also indicated that their current 

kindergarten meet MOE Desired outcomes and rated good in the structural, process quality 

factors. This highlighted that parents may choose their current kindergarten as the result of 

meeting their philosophy and early childhood expectations.  

5.5 Differences between Kindergarten One and Kindergarten Two findings 

The common differences in participants’ quality perspectives were highlighted in 

the definition of quality early childhood, the factors attributing to shaping quality and their 

views on childhood. In the earlier discussions of Kindergarten One and Kindergarten Two 

findings, there were evidence of similarity of group perspectives reflected in principal and 

parent, and teacher in Kindergarten One. In Kindergarten Two, the distinct group 

perspectives were not evident. Instead, the principal seemed to have a differing perspective 

to teachers and parents. 
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The difference in Kindergarten One and Kindergarten Two participants highlighted 

the possible cultural and contextual factors that shaped participants’ differing perspectives 

in quality early childhood education. External influences on quality and how childhood 

was perceived were also discussed to emphasize the areas that require further clarification 

in phase two semi-structured interview. 

5.5.1 Contextual differences in understanding quality. In Kindergarten One, 

the gathering and analysis of participants’ data via simple frequency highlighted the 

distinct groups of both principal and parents; principal and teachers when defining quality 

early childhood education. Kindergarten One principal and parents agreed that defining 

quality included the educating of a child (see Figure 5.1). Kindergarten One principal and 

teacher agreed on the same definition of quality that included meeting the expectations of a 

service. These two groups (principal and parents, principal and teachers) suggested that 

quality is subjective and the principal of Kindergarten One seemed to act like the common 

element in maintaining balance amidst differing quality conceptualisations. In addition, the 

two distinct groups of participants’ responses to defining quality also demonstrated the 

different lens participants used to perceive quality. Principal and parents used the lens of 

educating a child as the outcome of defining quality early childhood education. Principal 

and teacher used the lens of providing the expectations of a service to describe quality.  

The lens used by the two groups – principal and parents, principal and teacher; 

pointed to the possibility of the different groups perceiving quality as playing different 

roles in defining quality. Principal and parents may perceive quality in the area of 

providing opportunities for children to learn and develop from a guardian’s perspective. 

This guardian’s perspective is explained by Figure 5.6 where the principal and parents 

perceived childhood as development towards adulthood and a period where children are 

not powerless and defendless to learn and articulate their perspectives. On the other hand, 

the principal and teacher focused on meeting the parental expectations of providing quality 
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early childhood education to their children from a manager’s perspectives. This perspective 

may stem from the possibility that parents were considered the consumer of early 

childhood education in the privatised nature of Singapore early childhood landscape. This 

is supported by Figure 5.2 where parents identified curriculum, personal preferences and 

recommendation by friends as important influencing factors to determining quality early 

childhood education.  

In Kindergarten Two, the roles of the principal, teacher and parents were less 

obvious as all participants agreed that quality childhood education was about educating a 

child and meeting the expectations of a service and quality. All participants also agreed 

that quality was in the eye of the beholder. Participants believed that quality was a 

personally constructed concept. This led to the explanation that sharing similar 

perspectives do not necessarily mean that participants shared the same underlying values 

that shape and drive their definition of quality. The notion of differing underlying values 

were highlighted in Figure 5.5 where the element of ‘higher fees means higher quality’ 

were disagreed by all parents. Parents disagreed that quality can be determined by higher 

school fees. Rather parents believed that quality is personally constructed (see Figure 5.4). 

Kindergarten One and Kindergarten Two’s perspectives of defining quality pointed 

to the possibility of contextual differences driving their responses about quality. 

Kindergarten One displayed that participants’ findings were more cohesive and they 

seemed to share similar quality perspectives as a kindergarten context compared to 

Kindergarten Two. Kindergarten Two displayed the agreement of the same factors that 

define quality (like quality is in the eye of the beholder, meeting expectations of a service 

and meeting your needs of educating a child) (see Figure 5.4). A general consensus about 

quality may be demonstrated but participants’ selection of the quality element that quality 

is in ‘the eye of the beholder’ suggested that underlying values may exist and this may 

contribute to the differing concepts of quality in Kindergarten Two participants. In other 
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words, the quality conceptualisations within each kindergarten may represent cultural and 

contextual factors that differentiate how quality is perceived within each of the two 

kindergartens. This could be a reflection of the kindergarten philosophy as one of the main 

contributors towards gathering more like-minded parents and teachers. Sections 5.2.3 and 

5.3.2 demonstrate the unanimous agreement of participants from both kindergarten that 

suggest the importance of structure and process factors reflected in the kindergarten 

philosophy as important elements of quality conceptualisation.  

5.5.2 External influences on perceptions of quality. External influences seemed 

to contribute more significantly in the form of recommendations by friends and brand 

name in participants’ perceptions of quality. Both kindergartens focused on the 

recommendations by friends as an external form of communication. This suggested that 

participants trusted their friends’ experiences and word of mouth advice about what was 

considered a quality education. However, more distinct differences were evident when 

considering the context of both kindergartens in the area of other external influences. 

Kindergarten One shared similar perspectives about external influences (like higher 

fees mean between quality, brand name and advertisements) not shaping their definition of 

quality. Kindergarten Two’s perspectives on external influences were not as distinctively 

clear compared to Kindergarten Two. Participants did not agree on the statement higher 

fees mean better quality. However, parents’ perspectives agreed that brand name 

influenced their perspectives on quality. This pointed to parents’ influence of Kindergarten 

Two’s brand name as an indication of offering different services compared to other 

kindergartens. Comparing parents’ responses to principal and teacher, principal and teacher 

did not agree that brand name played any part in influencing their perception of quality. 

This signified the different objectives of quality parents possessed as consumers of early 

childhood services and the external influences that contributed a greater influence 

compared to principal and teacher. 
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Participants’ differing perspectives in the external influences that shaped childhood 

perspectives, pointed to the possibility of different philosophies of each kindergarten and 

different personal values, beliefs as factors shaping quality early childhood education in 

each kindergarten context. This supported the statement that quality was in the eye of the 

beholder and it was through the explanations of participants that their personal values, 

beliefs can be further identified and understood. 

5.5.3 Quality as a journey towards adulthood or learning and development? 

Differences were distinct between Kindergarten One and Kindergarten Two in relation to 

how participants perceived childhood. Kindergarten One participants were more focused 

on early childhood education as the means of preparation towards adulthood and 

mainstream education. Kindergarten Two participants shared common perspectives in how 

children are going to learn and develop in early childhood settings like develop social-

emotional skills, learning about their environment through play rather than means to 

prepare children for the future. 

Differing perspectives in Kindergarten Two suggested teachers possessed different 

perspectives to childhood compared to principal and parents. Principal and parents 

recognised childhood as a period of preparing for mainstream education and adulthood. 

Teachers did not agree to the notion of preparation for mainstream education and shared 

mixed responses towards preparation for adulthood. This pointed to possible personal 

values or neoliberal policies like teacher training in shaping teachers’ perspectives towards 

the notion of preparation in the early years. In other words, participants’ perspectives on 

quality teaching may help to ascertain the differences in how participants’ perceive quality 

early childhood education. 

5.5.4 Quality as the collaboration between kindergarten and parents. The 

collaboration between kindergarten and parents pointed to the possible influence of 

kindergarten philosophy and the cohesiveness of parental participation at the kindergarten 
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as highlights that require more discussion. Results gathered from Kindergarten One 

suggested that parents felt that parent collaboration was limited. This may be attributed to 

the nature of Kindergarten One where the kindergarten philosophy focused on developing 

inner discipline and independence. Parents may feel that parent partnership was not 

welcomed or was not necessary. Principal of Kindergarten One felt contrary to parents’ 

perspectives. She felt that reading a story to the children was frequent in her Kindergarten. 

Kindergarten Two’s responses to parent partnership also showed differing 

perspectives between principal and teachers, and parents. Doris, the Principal perceived 

parent partnership in her kindergarten took place in many areas like reading a story, guest 

speaker in the classroom and being a parent volunteer in the classroom. However, teachers 

and parents had mixed responses compared to the principal’s response about parent 

partnership. Teachers and parents did not perceive that parent partnership (like being a 

parent volunteer in the classroom and being a guest speaker) in their kindergarten is 

frequent.   

The differing experiences of participants at their Kindergarten suggested that 

participants possessed differing notions of parent partnership. Parent partnership may be 

perceived as parents coming into the school environment to assist or collaboration of 

children’s learning between home and school. These differing areas of parent partnership 

need to be addressed so that cultural practices of parent partnership can be surfaced to 

better understand participants’ definition of quality. 

5.6 Implications for the development of semi-structured interview questions 

The comparison of participants’ perspectives between Kindergarten One and 

Kindergarten Two using simple frequency comparison of responses, did not highlight 

structure and process differences between Kindergarten One and Kindergarten Two 

participants’ responses. Rather participants’ responses identified possible four cultural and 
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contextual factors in Section 5.5 that were necessary for the consideration of the 

development of phase two semi-structured interview questions.  

These differences suggested that more exploration into the understanding of 

participants’ perspectives on quality early childhood education were necessary. 

Kindergarten Two displayed more differing perspectives within their kindergarten context 

compared to Kindergarten One. This required more in-depth explanations into their 

definitions and understandings of quality. Understanding participants’ perspectives based 

on their quantitative responses from the online questionnaire do not help in answering 

underlying cultural practices, personal values, beliefs in shaping participants’ perspectives 

of quality. Instead, the focus towards asking participants to define quality in their own 

words and context would provide more insightful factors that contribute to their 

conceptualisation of quality. Fontana and Frey (2005) define interviewing as “inextricably 

and unavoidably historically, politically and contextually bound” (p.695). It is the 

collaborative effort between the interviewer and participant that provides a “contextually 

bound and mutually created story” (ibid, p.696). 

Kindergarten One’s findings suggested the examining into similarities in quality 

perspectives rather than focusing on the differences. Kindergarten One participants’ 

responses reflected patterns of similarities within their kindergarten context especially in 

the area of defining quality and identifying factors influencing quality perceptions. These 

patterns of similarities may suggest two areas – similarities in the lens participants wear 

and the influence of the kindergarten philosophy as driving factors to shape perceptions of 

quality at the kindergarten. These patterns of similar perspectives cannot be further 

understood unless participants were personally asked to explain their perspectives in 

accordance to their personal childhood experiences, upbringing and personal beliefs. The 

similarity in lens that participants wore also suggested that there was a possibility of 

participants with the same philosophy gathering within a confined space (kindergarten), 
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suggesting a reflection of sharing similar perspectives of quality. This possibility could 

also be further explored in the notion of gathering participants’ perspectives on quality.  

The comparison across kindergarten contexts also suggested differing responses in 

the areas of defining quality, factors shaping quality and how childhood was perceived. 

These areas pointed to the possibility of personal values, beliefs driving the differences in 

conceptualising quality. By comparing the differences in participants’ perspectives across 

context, possible underlying cultural practices, personal values and beliefs were brought to 

the forefront for consideration and discussion.  

5.6.1 Justifying the four quality areas in the development of interview 

questions.  The four areas of contextual differences suggested in sections 5.5.1-5.5.3, 

highlighted four quality areas in the development of interview questions in phase two. 

These four areas are: 

 Definition of quality early childhood education 

 Participants’ perception of childhood 

 Quality teaching 

 Parent partnership 

The first focal point of understanding participants’ definition of quality early 

childhood education provided participants with the opportunities to further explain and 

express their notions of quality and its conceptualisations. Semi-structured question like 

‘Do you think your personal values, experiences or upbringing influence the way you 

define quality?’ was developed with the intent to help understand participants’ 

conceptualisation of quality and add reliability to the data collected in phase two. 

Participants’ perception of childhood focused on further understanding how 

participants’ childhood perspective contributed to more in-depth conceptualisation of 
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quality. Participants were asked to read a quality statement and give their opinions of the 

statement: 

Learning opportunities through play, child-centred curriculum, opportunities to 

develop social-emotional skills, independence, focusing on process rather than 

outcomes are key to developing the whole child. 

The purpose of this quality statement was to understand participants’ understanding 

of these areas and the importance placed on specific dominant perspectives of quality. By 

identifying the specific dominant truth placed on quality by participants, this helped to 

identify these underlying truths as influences on steering od directing quality 

conceptualisations (Prout & James, 1997). In addition, participants’ perspectives also 

contributed to add depth in the cultural understanding of childhood in the local setting. 

The role of the teacher surfaced as one of the main areas of participants’ responses 

on quality when the curriculum was highlighted as one of the main areas of determining 

quality in early childhood education. This together with the teachers’ role at the 

kindergarten to facilitate the development of the physical environment and children’s 

learning, development suggested that the discussion of quality teaching was necessary to 

add context to participants conceptualising of quality. Participants’ perspectives on quality 

teaching also added another lens to how quality was perceived and how participants’ views 

of quality can be achieved. In addition, quality teaching also contributed to the question if 

quality was perceived as a preparation for adulthood and the future or the means to 

learning and development for a child. Participants’ perspectives would extend knowledge 

towards how local perceptions of the role of teacher influenced the way quality was carried 

out and achieved in these two kindergarten contexts. 

Parent partnership signified varied responses from participants from both 

kindergarten context. The discussion on parent partnership addressed the differing 

perspectives and the importance participants placed on the involvement of parents in 
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children’s learning. The understanding of practices in both local kindergarten contexts 

added to understanding the intertwining relationships between different participants.  

In sum, the development of phase two semi-structured interview questions were 

derived from the contradictory and similarities amongst principals, teachers and parents. 

The purpose of these questions intent to have a closer examination and bring forth more 

complex relationships between participants in the kindergarten context. The purpose of the 

phase one online questionnaire provided the overview of participants’ perceptions of 

quality over a wide array of issues pertaining to quality. Through the responses of 

participants, the four areas identified by phase one online questionnaire, helped in 

understanding more complex, in-depth quality understanding in two Singapore 

kindergarten context (Greene, 2005). In addition, the phase two semi-structured interview 

questions were developed with more credibility through this detailed account of 

participants’ quality perceptions derived from participants’ responses in phase one online 

questionnaire. 

5.7 Summary 

Phase one online questionnaire acted like a developmental tool gathering initial 

quality perspectives from a group of participants from Kindergarten One and Kindergarten 

Two. Phase one online questionnaire include an array of questions relating to participants’ 

definition of quality early childhood education, factors influencing their perspectives of 

quality early childhood education through the use of structural and process factors and 

their perspectives of their current kindergartens. These questions narrowed down 

participants’ quality perspectives from the vast quality indicators in quality early childhood 

literature. 

Phase one, the online questionnaire also highlighted the complex nature of 

relationships within each kindergarten context and between kindergarten contexts. Quality 

early childhood education is defined based on what was indicated on the online 
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questionnaire. Phase one online questionnaire suggested the inclusion of four main areas: 

definition of quality early childhood education, perception of childhood, quality teaching 

and parent partnership. This will further extend participants’ understanding of quality 

within each kindergarten context. These four main areas form the phase two semi-

structured interview questions to provide insight into the beliefs, values and quality 

conceptualisation taking place in the two kindergarten contexts.  

The next chapter presents the two main themes derived from the four main areas 

discussed by participants in phase two, the semi-structured interview. These two main 

themes will answer the research question separately in terms of the different kindergarten 

settings. 
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CHAPTER 6: PHASE TWO SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW FINDINGS 

6.1 Introduction 

The last chapter reported on phase one online questionnaire findings and showed 

how participants responded according to five quality dimensions. These five quality 

dimensions focused on the definition of early childhood education, childhood as an 

influence on quality perceptions, quality based on structural and process factors, 

perspectives of their current kindergarten and parent partnership. The phase one online 

questionnaire contributes to the development of phase two semi-structured interview and 

the development of interview questions. Four main areas were identified as focal areas to 

further extend on participants’ quality conceptualisations. These four areas included 

participants’ definition of quality early childhood education, participants’ perception of 

childhood, quality teaching and parent collaboration within a kindergarten.  

This chapter will discuss the two main themes derived from the interview findings. 

Interview excerpts present a localised quality perspective of early childhood education. 

The two main themes are the development of life skills to prepare children for life and the 

kindergarten as the promoter of life skills in children. These two themes are presented in 

sections 6.2 and 6.3 respectively, in answer to the research question of what is quality early 

childhood education. Sections 6.2.1 – 6.2.2 explains the first theme by using the 

characteristics of preparing children for life to explain the theme. Confucian related values 

are further used to explain the necessity for the development of life skills in children. 

Sections 6.3.1-6.3.2 explain the second theme of the kindergarten as the promoter of life 

skills in children. The kindergarten is referred to as playing an important role in facilitating 

life skills by translating the kindergarten philosophy into practice. Teachers also contribute 

to instilling values in children through role modelling. Section 6.4 summaries the chapter 

by highlighting the themes and sub-themes discussed.   
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6.2 Developing life skills to prepare children for life 

Developing life skills in children to prepare them for life was one of the two main 

themes highlighted in participants’ responses to the four main areas in phase two semi-

structured interview. Preparation for life and Confucian related values were two features 

that helped to further explain what participants mean by developing life skills in children. 

Differences in responses were highlighted between the two kindergartens to add to the 

richness and complexity of answering to the research question.  

6.2.1 Preparation for life. Preparation for life was a sub theme that described 

preparing young children in the area of life skills for the future. The term preparation 

focused on developing children’s potential, equipping children with tools through the 

opportunities to explore and learn, engaging children in their interest and providing 

nurturing environment that support, facilitate children’s development. These four 

important features of preparing children for life are described based on participants’ 

perspectives about the benefits of these features in contributing to quality early childhood 

education. 

6.2.1.1 Preparation is about developing a child’s potential. Kindergarten One 

(Montessori based) and Kindergarten Two (Theme based) recognised the importance of 

developing a child’s potential as a form of preparation towards developing life skills. 

However, each kindergarten drew from their kindergarten philosophy to define their 

perspectives on how a child’s potential is developed. These perspectives emphasized how 

local practices and the kindergarten philosophy influenced the way children were 

perceived within the kindergarten settings. 
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Kindergarten One 

Kindergarten One focused on developing a child’s potential through the personal 

philosophy of Karen (the Principal) who was both the Directress and owner of the 

kindergarten. Karen’s philosophy was: 

Every child is capable and from that you reach as far as you can with each child – 

the balance of being able to learn for yourself and along the way learn about 

yourself that allows them to flourish and be able to think laterally (Karen) 

Karen’s philosophy featuring the characteristics of helping children to help 

themselves pointed to the kindergarten culture that encouraged children towards the 

development of their natural tendencies and personalities. This was evident in how Karen 

described her beliefs about helping children to believe in themselves through the teachers’ 

beliefs that children were capable to learn about themselves and for themselves. She 

expressed her thoughts about believing children: 

If that child doesn’t trust that he can actually do it, and if you have planted the seed 

in the child that he can trust himself, then independence will never come (Karen) 

Karen believed that it was the instilling in the child the ability to trust in his own 

abilities that propelled the child to move forward to extend his or her potential. The teacher 

played an important role in cultivating the notion of trust in children of their own abilities. 

Sara (parent) reinforced the notion of the role of the teacher by drawing on her experiences 

as a former preschool teacher and a parent. She believed that a child should be perceived as 

an individual, with potential to develop. She added that teachers should take: 

….into account each child, the entire child, their own personal learning styles, the 

personalities, culture they come from, the family (Sara) 

Sara believed that teachers should “support the child’s natural curiosity and love of 

learning” instead of “snuff out” their natural tendencies to “love learning”.  Similar 

reflections on the influences of the kindergarten philosophy would be further developed in 
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the next few sub- sections. This emphasized again the importance of considering local 

practices and values in understanding quality conceptualisations in the two kindergartens. 

Kindergarten Two 

Kindergarten Two reflected their views on a child’s potential by focusing on the 

practices of translating the kindergarten’s values and beliefs. Kindergarten Two perceived 

the preparation of children through the development of a child’s potential, was based on 

providing children with age-appropriate and child-centred curriculum. These perspectives 

of preparation was supported by the way Doris (principal), Vee and Gina (teachers) 

described areas of focus that helped to support, build up and extend children’s abilities and 

interest. Doris focused on highlighting the importance of a child-centred curriculum, 

supported by a team of interactive, engaging teachers to help children in their discovery 

and learning. Vee and Gina possessed similar values and beliefs about children and they 

recognised their roles as facilitators to support children in developing their abilities. 

Parents’ perspectives of developing children’s potential were reflective of parents’ 

personal values about providing children with a happy, non-pressurizing environment and 

steering children towards reflecting on their behaviour and responses.   

Quality early childhood education was perceived as the notion of providing 

children with opportunities to develop their potential. This quality feature was reflective of 

the theme-based kindergarten’s philosophy where one of the kindergarten’s core values 

was to provide opportunities for children to express their best self. This perspective was 

reinforced by Eileen’s response that pointed to how she has chosen a kindergarten 

environment that she perceived was similar to her personal values and home environment. 

Eileen shared: 

…we went in and had a tour of the school and the immediate sense you get is that 

it’s a happy place, somewhere where you want your child to spend like half a day 

or something. And also because it was very similar to where we were at, so in terms 
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of transition for the child, it was not going to be so much of a great difference, 

which I thought was a good thing (Eileen) 

Eileen believed that the kindergarten with an environment that was similar to the 

home environment, provided the child to transit from home to school and put the child at 

ease to explore their abilities and develop their potential. Eileen believed that this similar 

transition helped to provide an introduction to the education system. There was little 

emphasis placed on academic progression. Rather focus was placed on the child to enjoy 

his first experience with school. 

I think in our circle, we didn’t expect children to know much more, we didn’t keep 

making them – no one to make them jump through hoops to say “OH, you’re so 

smart”. You’re so this and that. I don’t think my group of people are very, the sort 

that wants to just make your child into this little genius or something (Eileen) 

Sara focused on developing the child’s potential as the humane and emotional 

aspect of the child. Sara’s emphasis was on how the child would grow up as an adult rather 

than focus on academic excellence. 

It’s the basic of being a human being, compared to animals – a very big difference 

because we don’t only look (sic) at living in a very modest society, in affluent 

Singapore…we are looking at being (sic) able to know what’s right and wrong, be 

an upright person. Not only just for survival because I believe the rat race is all 

about chasing to be the best and then to earn the most money, drive the biggest 

car…to be humane, to be loving and in order to know that, I don’t think of myself 

only but I think of the people around me. (Sara) 

Parents’ perspective of developing their child’s potential pointed to more value-

laden elements of quality conceptualisation, reflecting their personal values and social 

group influences. Parents do not necessary follow government-driven policies (as indicated 

in phase one online questionnaire results). Instead, parents’ perspectives of children’s 

potential were personally defined. Again, these perspectives were reflective of phase one 

online questionnaire results. 
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6.2.1.2 Development of tools in children through opportunities to explore and 

learn. The focus placed on the development of tools like socio emotional related skills 

were perceived as important in developing an independent child. Participants believed that 

the development of tools relating to socio-emotional skills could be carried out through 

holistic activities. Both Kindergarten One and Kindergarten Two emphasized how these 

tools could be developed as the result of their perceptions of childhood and the way socio-

emotional skills were encouraged in their kindergarten environment towards the 

development of life skills. However, different perspectives could be perceived across 

principals, teachers and parents in the area of purposes and objectives of developing social-

emotional skills. 

Kindergarten One 

Participants’ quality conceptualisation identified the development of social-

emotional skills as the preparation of adulthood through the use of holistic activities. 

Participants defined social-emotional skills as constituting features like character building, 

the discovery of self, independence and socialisation skills. 

Karen raised the importance of development of self-discovery and independence in 

the kindergarten philosophy as means of providing a holistic and quality education for 

children. Joey, the teacher who shared similar philosophy as the kindergarten, related back 

to Montessori principles by placing the importance of instilling inner discipline and 

independence in children so that they can be prepared for adulthood. Parents, on the other 

hand were more focused on social-emotional skills that are related to values that influence 

the development of the whole child. Values like patience, perseverance, guidance and 

socialisation skills with younger children were perceived by parents as important social-

emotional skills. 
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Jarry described the development of social-emotional skills as the means to develop 

skills like confidence and tenacity that would contribute towards children’s adulthood. 

In the Montessori environment, because the focus is not on getting through all the 

steps or getting through all the processes but doing it at your own pace, so that the 

child is comfortable. The child’s self-esteem is not affected…I think the tenacity 

that the children build up along the way in kindergarten, as they are in control, so to 

speak, it becomes something that will stick with them for life. I think it’s 

fundamental (Jarry) 

Jarry continued to describe what makes quality early childhood education and 

added context to her emphasis on social-emotional skills. 

…quality to me, would be something that prepares them for life….it doesn’t just 

encompass academics, I mean that’s one factor to it, there’s also, there’s the other 

bit, which is the social aspect. And more importantly, I think it’s also strength of 

character in terms of character building…(Jarry) 

Sara defined socialisation not only as peer to peer relationships. Rather she 

perceived socialisation as the means to take care of younger children and children working 

together. The importance of socialisation was based on how Sara believed socialisation 

should take place in the kindergarten context. In this case, socialisation as a social-

emotional skill was value laden as Sara referred to her personal philosophy of why these 

skills were important to the conceptualisation of quality.  

I believe children should be independent, they should be caring for younger 

children, should learn how to live together, they should learn how to sort out issues. 

I don’t think adults need to intervene every time they have a squabble (Sara) 

Kindergarten Two 

Kindergarten Two identified confidence and self-discovery as two main 

characteristics of tools that prepared children for life. Confidence was identified as the 

foundation to encountering new situations and attempting to learn in new experiences. 

Participants recognised that it was the level of confidence in the child that helped the child 
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to face new situations with the willingness to learn, voice out his opinions and socialise 

with other children.  

Doris recognised that social-emotional skills constituted the entire child and the 

underdevelopment of social-emotional skills led to the inability to succeed and excel in 

life. 

Social-emotional skills to me makes up actually the whole child. Without any 

emotions, without any social skills, the child will not benefit and develop as an 

adult who can adapt to a lot of thing or even when the adult actually goes out to the 

working environment, wouldn’t be able to adapt, wouldn’t be able to excel more 

(Doris) 

Eileen, the parent shared similar perspectives to Doris but Eileen was specific to 

identify confidence as the social-emotional skill that would help children to develop social 

skills to communicate with others. Equipping the child with the necessary tools was 

believed to help the child to meet new challenges. 

It’s my idea of preschool, its preschool, it’s not school but should be pre. So it 

gives them a picture of what school should be but it shouldn’t be school because 

there’ll be plenty of years of school ahead of that child. It’s just I think the 

foundation. So it’s not knowing your multiplication table. It’s about having enough 

tools and the confidence to try when you get there, when you go to Primary 1 that 

you are not phased by it (Eileen) 

Self-discovery as a tool towards the developing of social-emotional skills were 

perceived as raising the awareness of children’s own abilities through their learning 

experiences. Teachers recognised that children go through self-discovery and the 

development of belief in their abilities. The journey of children’s self-discovery was 

supported through facilitation of opportunities in meaningful settings. The child’s belief in 

their self-ability was crucial in ensuring meaningful experiences are built on and used to 

extend their abilities. 
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Vee and Gina expressed that children enter early childhood settings with varying 

levels of knowledge and abilities. Vee focused on the different level of knowledge children 

bring with them to the kindergarten.  

Children come with different levels of skills (social-emotional skills) and it is up to 

the teachers to actually help them gain the skills that they need, as well as support 

them through all this, give them experiences that would help build up on their skills 

(Vee) 

Gina made reference to child development theory that children’s different abilities 

were the result of different stages. This differed from Vee’s perspectives of children 

possessing different level of knowledge.  Gina explained: 

It does not matter which age the child is because in different levels of their ages, 

they have different levels of independence, social and emotional skills. So we have 

to give the opportunities for them to develop that on their own (Gina) 

Both Vee and Gina recognised that it was the role of the teacher to facilitate 

opportunities and experiences for children to develop on their social-emotional skills. 

Children were perceived to possess the intrinsic abilities to learn and reflect on their own 

abilities when they were exposed to meaningful experiences in their kindergarten context. 

Vee and Gina’s perspectives also suggested that children shaped their own learning and 

they were responsible for their own well-being. These perceptions of the child shifted the 

notion of universalistic child towards a child that was able to give voice and meaning to 

their constructions of learning. 

6.2.1.3 Nurturing environments that provide children with the opportunities to 

learn.  Nurturing environments were defined as a reflection of both the kindergartens’ 

philosophy. Based on the values and principles of the kindergarten’s philosophy, 

participants perceived nurturing environments in relating to how children’s opportunities 

are created and the emphasis placed on how children learn. With the consideration of the 

kindergarten’s context, nurturing environments were perceived in the kindergarten’s local 
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context and the purpose attributed to what it meant to create a nurturing environment for 

children to learn. 

Kindergarten One 

Earlier in the discussion on developing children’s potential, emphasis was placed 

on developing children’s natural tendencies and potential. In this discussion about creating 

nurturing environments for children to learn, principal and parents added on to how a 

nurturing environment looked like. Karen focused on the translation of the kindergarten 

philosophy as means to develop a nurturing environment that provided opportunities and 

encouraged the development of children’s independence and their natural tendencies. 

Karen believed in creating an environment where learning was not only focused on the task 

at hand but also the learning about children’s own abilities. 

I think it’s the balance of being able to learn for yourself and along the way learn 

about yourself that allows them to flourish and be able to think laterally (Karen) 

Parents’ perception of perceiving quality were also similar to Karen’s focus on 

developing a nurturing environment that focused on allowing children to learn about 

themselves through encouragement and positive interaction with children. 

You encourage or you support the child’s natural curiosity and love of learning. 

And I believe that every child is born to love learning and to be curious or not, just 

not to snuff it out (Parent –Sara) 

Safety not in the sense of physical safety; it’s a nurturing environment for a child to 

be at that point in their life (physical needs, affection, how you relate to me as an 

individual) (Parent – Jarry) 

In other words, quality focusing on the development of nurturing environment for 

children highlighted that nurturing environments were dependent on the kindergarten 

philosophy that strived on creating an environment that provided opportunities for children 

to discover about themselves.  
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Kindergarten Two 

Kindergarten Two defined the development of nurturing environment based on the 

perceived roles participants played at the kindergarten. These perceived roles were 

indirectly a translation of values that were reflective of the kindergarten philosophy. As the 

kindergarten philosophy focused on values like communication, expressing yourself and 

learn in a warm and secure environment like home, principal, teachers and parents adopted 

personal perspectives of nurturing based on what they thought were perceived as a suitable 

nurturing environment for children. 

Doris (Principal) expressed her notion of a nurturing environment based on her 

belief about play that was derived from her personal perspectives and meeting parental 

expectations. Vee and Gina (Teacher) focused on their role as facilitators to children 

learning experiences to define a nurturing environment. Parents emphasized their personal 

values as the means to how a nurturing environment could meet the needs of their child. 

Doris focused on the notion of play with a purpose as the basis of developing a 

nurturing kindergarten environment for children. Doris defined play as the means to cater 

to the different learners and meeting parents’ expectations of learning outcomes at the 

kindergarten. “Play with a purpose” was used to explain to the parents that children were 

not only playing but have an objective to achieve specific outcomes. As Kindergarten Two 

was not a free play based kindergarten, the kindergarten’s physical environment and time 

table were not set up to provide opportunities for free play (Figure 6.1). 
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Physical Environment Timetable 

  

Figure 6.1: Kindergarten Two physical environment 

The technical notion of play in a purposeful way was also reflected in how play 

settings were constructed to promote children’s learning. Teachers used words like child 

friendly (Gina) and comfortable (Vee) to describe the kind of children’s learning 

environment set up for children’s learning.  

Gina drew from her reference to child development theories to define quality early 

childhood education as the means to define a nurturing environment. Child friendly was 

determined as an approachable environment where children were able to discover 

independently with little adult assistance. Gina also believed that the creation of a 

nurturing environment was not child directed, but working towards the child’s needs and 

the inclusion of the teacher to manage the physical environment.  

….child friendly environment that child can work with..it should be something that 

is friendly to adults too. Because the teacher is also going to be there to work with 

the children so the environment play a very important. If the teacher is not able to 

manage the environment well, it is going to be very difficult to maintain the quality 

in that class (Gina)  

Vee drew from her personal working experiences and personal belief of quality 

early childhood education to define what constitutes a nurturing environment. 
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I strive towards giving children the setting conducive for children and their 

learning.  

...the children will come in with different levels of skills and it is up to the teachers 

to actually help them gain the skills that they need, as well as to support them 

through all this, give them experience that would help, build up their skills (Vee) 

Parents on the other hand, view the creation of a nurturing environment for children 

based on their personal values of what they thought were children’s needs in the early 

years. Personal values were subjective and unique to each parent and their cultural context. 

It was evident that within the cultural context of the kindergarten, participants’ personal 

values were multifaceted. Parents focused on the belief of the kind of environment that was 

suitable for children to grow in and their personal beliefs in shaping what constituted a 

nurturing environment. Eileen’s belief of living life happily influenced her definition of a 

nurturing environment. Eileen believed that children should be happy and not pressurised 

in the pathway of worrying about their studies in the early years. Instead childhood should 

be perceived as a time of discovery and fun. With this perception, Eileen believed that she 

has to select an environment that reflected an easy transition for her child from a home 

environment to a school environment. 

I think the child has to feel that he’s nurtured and I mean there has to be a nurturing 

element to it because this is the first time he’s ever going to be in an integrated 

educational institution…I think there should be a lot of singing and happy moments 

for them to recall their first experience with education as opposed to studying 

(Eileen) 

Eileen continued to add that a nurturing environment needed to reflect a place is 

similar to her personal belief of how her child should grow up rather than growing up 

feeling pressurised as a child. 

…you want to choose a place which is nurturing, will help the child to learn 

something but at the same time not becoming pressurising. So and for us, who have 

gone through the whole kindergarten to NUS route, in growing up in those days, 
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there was still pressure, right and you perceived that in this day and age, the 

pressure is greater. So you want to make sure that the pressure doesn’t start now. 

(Eileen) 

Sara was more focused on the transition of Confucian principles during children’s 

learning experiences in a nurturing environment. Sara preferred teachers to provide 

steering and directing children towards the right direction. Susan believed in the guardian 

and caregiver’s responsibility to guard children towards being an upright person. Her 

Confucian beliefs steered her personal perspective of defining nurture and the constructive 

nature it has on children’s learning.  

...loving teachers, patient but very firm and disciplined teachers. Teachers that are 

observant, about to point and direct, maybe not tell the child what to do but to give 

pointers or steer the kid in the correct direction (Sara) 

Teachers and parents’ perspectives of quality early childhood were reflections of 

elements of the kindergarten core values. Quality features focusing on the development of 

children’s social-emotional skills, children’s moral skills and respecting children’s voices 

were elements of the kindergarten core values like developing confidence, integrity, 

respecting other and nurturing children’s potential. 

6.2.1.4 Providing children with activities they are interested in. The providence 

of activities that were child-driven was mainly reflective of the practices of the theme-

based kindergarten. Participants in the theme-based kindergarten pointed to the necessity 

of holistic curriculum to achieve quality early childhood education. Karen (Principal) and 

Joey (teacher) used the term holistic to define the “all roundedness” development of 

children. But the term holistic development was not specifically described. Instead, the 

notion of ‘all roundedness’ was a term to represent the whole child. 
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Kindergarten Two 

Holistic curriculum was reflected as the key to quality early childhood education 

and preparing children for developing for life. Doris, the Principal places emphasized on a 

holistic curriculum as one of the keys to achieving quality in children’s learning. 

Curriculum is important because curriculum needs to be very holistic. It needs to 

cover all different areas of the development of the children. I would think it’s more 

of that. It must be very age appropriate. Not too academic. Not to do what everyone 

is doing but preparing them in terms of life skills, moral values. I mean that would 

be quality in terms of quality. (Doris) 

Doris’s responses of a holistic and age-appropriate curriculum indicated the focus 

of the theme-based kindergarten. This was evident in Doris’s managerial perspective where 

teachers also reflected similar quality perspectives in providing holistic curriculum towards 

children’s learning. Vee exemplified the importance of an age appropriate curriculum in 

facilitating in children’s learning experiences. 

…the children will come in with different levels of skills and it is up to the teachers 

to actually help them gain the skills that they need, as well as support them through 

all this, give them experiences, that you help build up their skills. (Vee) 

Gina focused her discussion of holistic curriculum towards children’s development 

and what she learnt from child development theories like “work based on the children’s 

level”, “individualised according to children” through whole or small group. 

Doris attributed her belief in a holistic curriculum to her own learning experiences 

as a kinaesthetic learner and her teaching experiences of children. 

I’m a learner who’s not very academic…I learn things really by doing it. I can 

remember and I learn it very well (as a learner) 

So I would say it does have an impact because it made me want to teach the 

children, not how we learnt, but I want to think of how I can make this very 

interesting for children. (Doris) 
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Doris’s belief in holistic curriculum, influenced by her personal experiences and 

learning experiences was also reflective of the kindergarten core values. The kindergarten 

core values recognised the importance in providing children with the opportunities of 

holistic development in a nurturing environment where the love of learning is explored. 

The kindergarten core values were also positioned to help the kindergarten to achieve its 

mission of enabling children with success in school and in life through high quality, 

learner-centred education.  

Doris’s perspective of quality as reflected in holistic curriculum was culturally 

practiced at this theme-based Kindergarten. The emphasis placed on the holistic curriculum 

as a quality indicator toward preparation for life, was translated into how teachers’ 

interactions with children and the attitude of the teachers are perceived as important 

criteria in the recruitment of teachers.  

6.2.2 Confucian related values. Participants also highlighted the importance of 

Confucian related values as driving factors to what they perceived were fundamental in 

preparing children for life. Participants from both kindergartens focused on the importance 

of Confucian characteristics like moral values, knowing right from wrong and being 

contributors to society, as values that were important for children to develop. Even though 

both kindergartens possessed differing kindergarten philosophies, Confucian principles 

were perceived as undergirding the way values were perceived in the local context.  The 

necessity for these Confucian related values pointed to the consideration of social 

discourses that were practiced by parents, families and kindergartens. The next sections 

6.2.2.1 – 6.2.2.3 explained how these Confucian related values were important 

considerations in quality early childhood education. 
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6.2.2.1 Values that develop children towards being an upright person and a 

contributor to society. 

Kindergarten One 

Karen (the Principal) through the kindergarten philosophy reflected her personal 

reflections and sharing of her values. These reflections and values focused on articulating 

Confucian principles through how quality life could be ran and observed through the 

practical experiences at the kindergarten. Karen expressed: 

We try to explain to the children what quality of life is although that’s generally 

what it is we run school like we would run explain to the children how life can be 

run so just as we find that it’s just as important to teach them how to do long 

division, it is just as important to teach them how to relax. We actually have 

sessions where they learn how to massage each other hands when they get a little 

tired so they will stop and do that; it’s quality of life learning, to have quality of life 

(Karen) 

Karen’s philosophy of “the balance of being able to learn for yourself and along the 

way learn about yourself”’ reflected on building up children’s understanding of themselves 

and their lateral thinking so that children can develop to be their best selves. Practices 

exercised in the kindergarten, developed in children the meaning of understanding 

themselves. 

Relax in the sense that a child is to actually grow and be just be for himself that we 

also do explain to parents as soon as they leave school it is perfectly all right not to 

have anything scheduled because that in itself is a low skill what to do with time 

that you have spare (Karen) 

Karen believed that developing in children the values of believing in their own 

abilities, helped children in making decisions would result in extending their contribution 

to themselves and others. Joey (the teacher) extended similar perspectives and added to the 

Confucian outlook that it was not about self but the respect for others. Joey shared: 
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I think they will go a long way for their future and if they have respect, compassion 

and so forth; other things will come easier because then they have respect for 

teachers..... (Joey) 

Joey highlighted that quality early childhood was “not just academics”. She 

explained that it is about building a child. 

To me, that is more important than learning to write a conversation at the end of 

their kindergarten years and also being able to be independent. That helps them in 

their future life skills (Joey) 

Jarry (parent) believed that the Confucian values helped in developing values for 

life. Jarry identified values like perseverance, character building and good manners as 

important attributes to building a child. 

...quality to me, would be something that prepares them for life...it doesn’t just 

encompass academics, I mean that’s one factor to it, there’s also, there’s the other 

bit, which is the social aspect. And more importantly, I think it’s also strength of 

character in terms of character building.... (Jarry) 

Perseverance is one, which is key, I think. Sticking to the task until you’ve finally 

succeeded …knowing when to stop is another aspect of it. There is also good 

manners, which I think children in general, because they are so transient and so in 

the here and now....So, it’s also in a certain sense, patience.... (Jarry) 

Kindergarten Two 

Kindergarten Two was more specific with their expression about the benefits of 

Confucian values in preparing children for life. Doris (Principal) expressed Confucian 

values like moral values and life skills, developed in children the ability to adapt and 

socialise with one another in the community. She shared: 

Without any emotions, without any social skills the child will not benefit and 

develop to an adult who can adapt to a lot of things or even when the adult actually 

goes out to the working environment, wouldn’t be able to adapt, wouldn’t be able 

to excel more (Doris) 
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Sara (parent) was more specific about being an upright person where knowing right 

and wrong was considered an important quality feature to preparing children for life. Sara 

expressed her perspectives: 

I think the important thing in early childhood education or the knowing right and 

wrong for the kid. And being able to socialise among their own age as well as with 

the adults, their teachers. And able to stand up for themselves, and of course, basic 

things like knowing how to share, know manners, the basic values... (Sara) 

Sara stressed on the importance of reflection and thinking about others, as values 

attributing to being a better person and contributing to society. She recognised values as 

“being basic to being a human being”. 

I will stress more on a few things, a few values, courtesy, honesty, integrity and 

honour. Honour as in when you are wrong, you admit you are wrong you are able 

to accept that I’m wrong and to look at, I need to change to be a better person... 

(Sara) 

It’s the basic of being a human being, compared to animals...being in a very modest 

society, affluent Singapore, probably we are looking at able to know what’s right 

and wrong, be an upright person.   

I don’t think of myself only but I think of the people around me. I think that’s very 

important so that, you’ll be looking at more peace, less war, no fights, so I think to 

have this place, a better place to live in, I think the moral values are more important 

than academic (Sara) 

Eileen (parent) focused on values relating to being a happy person and through a 

better quality of life by being a contributor to society. 

I think now people start valuing the quality of life a bit more. So the main thing for 

a child at this stage is being happy, and then...to grow up into happy individuals 

and better individuals and a little bit more sense of integrity and all that sort of 

thing, to be a good person. Ultimately, when you leave this world, you want to 

know that you left a good contribution. (Eileen) 
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Eileen pointed to the role of the kindergarten in providing children with the 

opportunities to learn about values and their boundaries. She stated: 

...you must also have values and you can’t just be happy and do whatever you want, 

and that’s where the school comes in also because if they don’t tell you what are 

the right boundaries and everything, when are you going to learn? (Eileen) 

Eileen explained that values helped to guide children towards how to respond and 

react in life. By establishing and building on values in children, children were equipped 

with tools to further establish adapting in life. 

...when you are working, you know , they’re a lot of people without integrity so you 

want to make sure – even though you’re going to be in a world where a lot of 

people are going to do things wrongly, you don’t want to be the one, you know, 

you don’t have to be like them... (Eileen) 

It’s just I think the foundation, so it’s not knowing your multiplication tables. It’s 

about having enough tools and the confidence to try when you get there., when you 

go to primary one, that you don’t get phased by it (Eileen) 

6.2.2.2 Values are instilled through the steering of children by adults. The 

impact of values on developing children towards upright and contributing citizens were 

further explained by the need of adults to steer children towards the instilling of specific 

values. The need to steer children towards specific directions were governed by 

participants’ perception of children as empty vessels that required filling up (Dahlberg, 

Moss & Pence, 1999). This together with the undergirding Confucian principles of the role 

of adults to steer children in the right direction, positioned the adults as active participants 

in the development of values in children. Regardless of the differences in kindergarten 

philosophy, participants from both kindergartens shared similar perspectives about steering 

children. 
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Kindergarten One 

Jarry (parent) described children as “a blank canvas” that “take in whatever you or 

life throws at them”. Jarry explained that they learnt through watching you: 

….they learn their coping mechanism, I think from, also absorbing, by learning 

through examples, through role models. By watching you, I think that’s key. And 

that’s a very humbling experience for me, as a parent because it’s like every time 

you say something, the kids are watching out to see if – ‘ooh, mummy said the “S” 

word – which is stupid – or mummy, whoops you said the “S” word, which is the 

silly word, you shouldn’t be using that. And, I guess in a certain sense there’s no 

shades of grey, that comes later in life – it’s really, everything is just black and 

white. (Jarry) 

Sara’s perspective of the child was similar to Jarry’s perspective. Sara recognised 

the natural aspects of children’s learning and curiosity. Sara also described children as 

“very straight, they say whatever they believe in”. She expressed that adult intervention 

was necessary to ensure that the natural tendencies were not dampened but built on. Sara 

shared: 

I do believe that children are born good, they’re born kind, they’re born loving and 

creative and imaginative. And what I really saw, I thought my role as a preschool 

teacher now as a parent is to not beat this out of them, treat this as something 

precious and not worry about education or about what will other people think of 

good manners, make sure I try and my best not to destroy this (Sara) 

Kindergarten Two 

Teacher and parents perceived children as ‘a sponge’, ‘an empty library’ and in 

need of ‘steering and direction’. The similar perceptions of children suggested that adult 

intervention in what children learnt and how they learnt, contributed to the discussion on 

children’s participation in their learning processes. Gina (teacher) shared from her 

perspective about allowing children to learn with unlimited restrictions, based on their 

natural learning skills. Gina shared: 
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They are like sponges. They absorb everything and more. So, uh…there is no limit 

to how much they can do. Uh…there may be some theories, not only theories, some 

parents who believe that there are only some things that certain children can do 

which I feel it is not wrong. …as a teacher I feel that you just let it be and the child 

does absorb everything and anything. If you direct too much, they are not able to 

think out of the box and start entertaining themselves with this kind of issues. 

(Gina) 

Like Sara, parent in Kindergarten One, Gina believed in tapping into the natural 

learning abilities of “absorbing” and learning from the environment with less direction 

from the teacher. However, her definition of quality that was “based on the children’s 

development” and “curriculum based on their developmental stages” pointed to the 

confines that Gina placed on the children in terms of what the children learnt at a certain 

developmental stage. This limited children’s freedom to explore outside of their 

developmental stages. 

Eileen (parent) used the analogy of “an empty library” to describe perceptions of 

children. Eileen described children using the metaphor of a library in need of “putting 

books into them and fill it up”. Her perception of children reflected the need of adults to 

determine what kind of books children needed to be filled up. Even though Eileen 

recognised children’s voices, she believed that adult guidance in terms of boundaries were 

necessary to direct children. Eileen expressed her perspectives of children: 

….children are small people in the sense that they also have views and everything 

and you cannot discount that. At the same time, children need guidance and I 

suppose they need boundaries also, and we always hear that people say that 

“They’re just testing your boundaries” and things like that. But I think if you tell 

them something and you explain it to them, they will respect what you say and 

there’s no need to have the cane or any form of other kind of discipline (Eileen) 

Sara (parents) shared a stronger stance on her perception of children by indicating 

that parents should be responsible for how children respond and behave. Sara, like Eileen, 
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used a similar analogy like “a piece of paper” to reflect her perspectives about seeing “the 

parent in that child”. Eileen shared further: 

I also see a pattern in most of the children, you see that child, you tend to see the 

image of their parent, sometimes it’s one parent because it’s only one parent that 

has a lot more influence on that kid than the other parent or sometimes it is a 

mixture (Eileen) 

The adult’s role in instilling values in children took on a dominant position in how 

children learnt through observation and the importance placed on steering children towards 

the right direction. Adults took it upon themselves to perform this role in directing and 

steering children towards what was right and what was necessary to learn to prepare for 

life. 

6.2.2.3 Values benefit the development of the whole child. Extending from the 

discussion of a holistic development, a holistic environment added to how values benefited 

the development of the whole child. Kindergarten Two perceived the development of the 

whole child meant focusing and listening to children’s voices and their pace. This was pre-

dominantly how teachers and parent felt were important in the development of children.  

Vee (teacher) shared how children in Singapore were often rushed into doing what 

they may not be ready for. The act of slowing down and progressing at the child’s pace 

respected the child and reflected on the child as a contributor to their own learning. Vee 

contributed to this discussion by stating how children felt when their perspectives were 

overlooked. She stated: 

I feel that they are very hurried into this academic progression, sometimes when 

they are not ready for it…they are more like pushed through it and forced through 

it, rather than learning at their own level and their own abilities. So I find it very 

stressful on the child. (Vee) 
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Vee shared how she worked with children, to respect their progress of learning and 

how the active participation of listening led to demonstrating to children this was how 

values (like respect) could be practiced. 

A child who is not able to go as fast in terms of progression academically, I would 

work with the child, at the child’s pace- for example, if the child is only able to do a 

certain set , he’s strong at a certain set of skills because he’s not been taught 

through the rest, I would work the curriculum around to suit his standard of 

learning, and then move with him progressively (Vee) 

The consistency of listening to children and their progress was also a reflection on 

how teachers could work with parents to collaborate their effects towards listening to 

children. Vee shared: 

You have to be very open with parents in that sense, and if you are planning for 

curriculum which is at a lower level than what the current children are on, then you 

have to be able to explain yourself clearly to the parents and explain it from the 

child’s point of view, bearing in mind the child’s abilities…(Vee) 

I think it’s very important to get the parents to understand. Some parents are open 

to it, but I guess it’s also the teacher’s responsibility, as well to let them know how 

the child is doing… (Vee) 

The value of respect of children’s voices was also mentioned in Gina (teacher)’s 

focus on allowing children to explore. Gina expressed the teacher’s role in this process: 

…childhood should be something you individualised according to the children 

(Gina) 

…the teacher gives a certain activity and let the children explore instead of telling 

this is what you need to do. So there are many ways to deal with a certain problem. 

So the children learn problem solving through that (Gina) 

Eileen (parent) added on to Gina’s thoughts about individualised activities by not 

“over guiding”. Eileen indicated that she would like her child to think rather than be a 

follower of what the child was told to do. 
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…I don’t want my children to do things because I tell him to do, but you know, it’s 

very hard to guide and then …make sure you don’t over guide (Eileen) 

Kindergarten Two extended the notion of how values contributed to the 

development of the whole child. Values were to be learnt not through what a child was 

taught to do. Instead, values were developed through lived experiences, interactions in the 

classroom and role modelling of these values in day to day activities in the classroom. 

6.3 Kindergarten as a promoter of life skills 

The second main theme highlighted in findings pointed to the kindergarten as a key 

role in promoting life skills in children. Two sub-themes, the kindergarten environment as 

a facilitator of translating the kindergarten philosophy and the recognition of role 

modelling as a tool for teachers to instil values, explained how the kindergarten site could 

contribute to promoting life skills in children.  

6.3.1 Kindergarten environment as a facilitator of translating the 

kindergarten philosophy. The kindergarten was identified as the facilitator to translate the 

kindergarten philosophy to reflect values that the kindergarten believed in. Participants 

identified two sub-themes that suggested how kindergartens can be good facilitators of 

philosophical values in the kindergarten setting. Participants believed that the kindergarten 

environment could build confidence in children through the setting up of the physical 

environment, teachers as direct implementation of kindergarten philosophy and 

cooperating with parents to maintain consistency in children’s learning.  

6.3.1.1 Kindergartens facilitating confidence in the physical environment.  

Earlier in chapter three, the features of the kindergarten sites contextualised and gave a 

brief introduction to the nature of the programs, their philosophies and how the 

kindergarten was ran in the two local kindergarten. In this section, the discussion focused 

on how quality was perceived in the way kindergartens facilitated confidence in their 

physical environment. Both kindergartens featured their philosophy through the setting up 
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of the physical environments. They also instilled values like confidence and independence 

through their daily routines to ensure that children learnt through incidental interaction 

with the physical environment. 

Kindergarten One 

The facilitating of confidence in children through the physical environment was 

seen in how Karen (principal) set up the physical environment to reflect their kindergarten 

philosophical values. The physical environment was designed to promote the independent 

learning of children and their discovery of children’s own abilities (Figure 6.2). Field notes 

and observations suggested that the physical environment was set up to encourage children 

to make decisions and translate their decision from beginning to the end of the task. Child 

size shelves, picture cues and simple waiting strategies helped children to regulate 

children’s actions. 
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Child washing up a glass after use            Signs on the ground to encourage waiting 

 

  
 

Placemats with indications to help children   

 

Child-sized shelves for children’s easy access 

 

Figure 6.2: Kindergarten One’s physical environment 

Karen’s beliefs of children and her philosophies of children learning on their own 

through a holistic development environment were attributed to her family upbringing and 

living overseas. Karen explained that her experiences of helping to bring up younger 

siblings contributed to the focus on the importance of a multi-age learning environment. 

Her time spent away from Singapore also helped her to integrate her experiences into the 

kindergarten philosophy. This was how Karen responded: 

A farmer used to have 10 children. Why? Because they were all to help out on the 

land. The first once they got old enough was to help out with the second. The first 

and second were to help out with the third. That’s is exactly how I was trained to 

help up in the family….I think my own upbringing reflects my beliefs. (Karen) 



203 

We used to live in Greece and that in itself would probably explain a little of how 

and who I am as well. The Greeks being Mediterranean, I’m very understanding of 

the world that you can’t necessarily control it all. So in that respect, there has to be 

time to relax, there has to be time to work and this actually if you ask me now, this 

is exactly how we balance things here. There has to be time to play but there has to 

be time to work, there always has to be time to relax. (Karen) 

Kindergarten Two 

Kindergarten Two’s philosophy focused on instilling confidence in children 

through the encouragement of children to be independent in their daily routines. The 

environment was set up in a manner where children followed through a daily routine of 

removing their own shoes, sorting out their communication book and readers, placing of 

their bags in their designated cubbies and borrowing books for the day (see Chapter Four – 

contextualising research sites). The same daily routine was introduced and reinforced from 

the moment children enter school from nursery one (three years old) to kindergarten two 

(six years old). 

The daily routine was also a reflection of preparing children to expect what it was 

to come in terms of a planned timetable (see Chapter Four). Visual timetables were placed 

on the board so that children were able to keep track of the activities for the day (Figure 

6.3). My field notes pointed to the way children were eager to remove each visual card 

when the activity was over. In other words, awareness was created in children to ensure 

that they were prepared for the next activity. This was reflective of how adults run life and 

organised for the day.  
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Figure 6.3: Visual timetable cards on the white board 

The set-up of the physical environment was suggestive of creating a safe 

environment where children were comfortable and familiar to enhance their learning. Doris 

reinforced this notion through her explanation of a quality environment. 

Quality in environment would be more on the space. I would space, the layout of 

the room and what you actually provide for the children (Doris) 

Vee further explained that a quality environment was “a setting that is very 

comfortable for the children”, ensuring that the environment was “conducive for the 

children”. Gina added to her observation that the physical environment needed to be “child 

friendly” so that children felt safe to learn and develop. 

6.3.1.2 Teachers as direct implementers of the kindergarten philosophy. The 

findings suggested that teachers were perceived as the implementers of the kindergarten 

values through direct interaction with children. As implementers, teachers were to believe, 

live out and reinforced the values communicated through their daily interaction, attitude 

and planning of activities for children’s learning and development. Participants believed 

that the teacher was as one of the key elements that contributed to quality in the 
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kindergarten. This was evident in how the two kindergartens focused on ensuring that 

kindergarten values were translated in the classroom and evident in the recruitment process 

of new teachers. 

Kindergarten One 

Karen (the principal) believed in her role as a leader to ensure that the kindergarten 

philosophy was reflected in the everyday operation of the kindergarten. Her belief of 

leadership as the beginning of ensuring the kindergarten values were passed down, could 

be seen by how Karen focused on ensuring that every activity was reflected based on the 

values of enabling the child. Karen explained how translation of the kindergarten 

philosophy took place: 

…the philosophy of the school, I think the translation of the quality has to do with 

the leadership. It is all intertwined. If the head doesn’t believe in that, then 

obviously you’re never going to have it (Karen) 

The philosophy of the kindergarten focused on ensuring children were able to learn 

independently and in the process learn about themselves. Karen explained her 

philosophical values about children: 

The balance to be able to learn for yourself and along the way learn about yourself 

that allows them to flourish and be able to think laterally (Karen) 

Joey further explained that the kindergarten philosophy was reinforced and 

practised through two key elements – enabling the child and ensuring that inner discipline 

was built up. Directresses (Senior Teachers) ensured that these key elements were reflected 

in their daily interaction with children. 

The philosophy here is to enable the child. So to develop them further in their 

independence…every moment is a teaching moment 

In our school, because we are Montessori, so the Montessori is on the inner 

discipline. So a lot of our work and the way we work has to develop our discipline 

(Joey) 
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Kindergarten Two 

Doris reflected a managerial perspective towards teachers implementing the 

kindergarten philosophy. Doris believed that teachers that entered their teaching 

environment, needed to meet up with the kindergarten’s standards and criteria. Doris 

explained: 

…..if I want to have a training program, I would want to interview the potential 

students or student teacher first. Because, then I can get that quality that I want into 

the profession. (Doris) 

What we are doing now is we basically pick people who has potential, that meet the 

kind of quality that I can identify. At least we can identify….the first thing I need to 

see is that the person who is in the classroom has the initiative also to work with 

children, wants to work with children and loves children – has the passion for it 

(Doris) 

Doris indicated that high expectations were required of their teachers and this 

recruitment process would help her to identify the potential teachers that were able to meet 

the challenge of communicating and working with parents. 

….it’s a challenge for them when they come into our school because our school is 

very different. We have high expectations. The communication is really way above 

what they have actually been doing in other schools (Doris) 

Vee went on to explain from a teacher’s perspective that she translated the physical 

environment into one that was conducive for children to learn and develop. 

… a place where the children feel at home, a place where the parents feel that, yes 

my child is learning something and my child is safe in that environment and yes the 

whole curriculum and program is helping my child,…it is nurturing my child in that 

sense (Vee) 

Eileen expressed how she perceived that the kindergarten translated values that 

were similar to her personal values. She indicated that the similarities in values were 
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important to her to ensure that there was consistency and few changes to what her child 

was used to. Eileen reflected: 

….had a tour of the school and the immediate sense you get is that it’s a happy 

place, somewhere you want your child to spend half a day….it was also very 

similar to where we were at, so in terms of transition for the child, it was not going 

to be so great a difference (Eileen) 

6.3.1.3 Cooperation with parents to maintain consistency in children’s 

learning. Open communication with parents were practices of both kindergartens and 

features of building on the values in the kindergarten philosophy. Each of the kindergarten 

welcomed parent participation and involvement according to how the kindergarten 

perceived of parent involvement at their kindergarten. 

Kindergarten One 

Open door communication to parents about child’s progress reflected the 

commitment to ensure that the kindergarten philosophy was translated through the 

transparency about how the kindergarten facilitated children’s learning. Parents reinforced 

this perspective by commenting how Karen provided an ‘open door’ policy to observe 

children and environment before the enrolment of their children. Sara (a parent) shared her 

experience about the open door policy at the kindergarten and how this has translated to 

the confidence she has in the kindergarten. 

I have that confidence. I’ve seen her in action in school even before I enrol my 

daughter, again with when each of my daughters started, I was hanging around the 

school for quite a while. And she’s quite happy for us to hang around until the child 

is ready, so I find its’ very open, she doesn’t hide (Sara) 

Jarry shared other related experiences she had with Karen in relation to sharing 

information between home and school. She commented on how Karen and the teachers 

were open to share about their child’s progress and there was a two-way communication in 

the sharing of home information with the teacher. 
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It’s also how much information you want to give up, like if there’s anything that’s 

major and it’s happening in the house or at home. I usually give Catherine a heads-

up, just in case there are issues, behavioural issues that can surface along the way 

(Jarry) 

The open communication with parents highlighted the confidence parents have in 

the kindergarten philosophy and the facilitation the philosophy has translated into 

providing quality early childhood education. 

Karen’s translation of the kindergarten philosophy was also evident in the 

operations of parent-teacher communication. Karen explained that before the teachers meet 

with parents, she would have a meeting with the teachers to exchange notes about the 

children’s progress.  

We do meet with the parents during parent teacher conference. The teacher was 

sitting with Karen, one English and one Chinese teacher. ..And before we meet 

with the parents, we all sit down to discuss every child….yes, there’s a lot of 

communication within the team (Karen) 

Karen explained that this was to ensure that there was consistency in the 

understanding of children’s progress and the communication to parents were reflective of 

teachers’ observations. 

I think it’s key to harmony. The quality is for us to keep the belief system, the 

mottos and everything else is for us to keep. It’s for keeping harmony that there is 

no juxtaposition between parents’ expectations of what the school is delivering and 

what we do (sic) with the kids (Karen) 

Karen’s communication with parents also continued with communication with 

parents after dismissal. Field notes reflected that Karen shared comments with parents 

about what their child did at school that displayed natural progression. Karen’s feedback 

about their children through “paper based feedback” (by Jarry, a parent) was also evident 

in the kindergarten. 
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Kindergarten Two 

Kindergarten Two focused on parent involvement as the means to being a parent 

helper during field trip or in the classroom. Earlier in phase one online questionnaire, Doris 

was the only participant who indicated that parent partnership was agreed as sufficient at 

the kindergarten. Doris expressed the purpose of maintaining consistency between 

children’s learning at home and in school. This indicated in how the teachers and Doris felt 

parent partnership can help in children developmental progress. Doris explained: 

….without parent participating or working very closely with us, that means the 

children will not actually benefit at all….our whole program wouldn’t work 

because children need consistency….to a certain extent, the participation or 

involvement of parents within the school is important, I would say in terms of 

quality early childhood education (Doris) 

She expressed that open communication with children and welcoming them into the 

classroom helped parents to understand the nature of how children learn and “see for 

themselves what the child is doing”.  

Vee shared from her experiences of how she worked with parents based on 

improving children weaknesses rather than helping out in the classroom. She believed that 

parent partnership created the opportunities for parents to spend more time with their 

children.  

…you do have a child who is weaker or who is extremely bright, what I’ll do is I’ll 

help, I’ll work with the parents very closely, to say what the child needs help 

with….parent partnership is important because we are dealing with their children 

and there are so much more insights you can get from the parents about their 

child…. (Vee) 

Gina shared similar perspectives to Doris where she believed in the consistency of 

following through what children learn or require help in. She expressed: 
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…the home environment has to be conducive and working together with the school 

environment…..the upmost potential is for them to have insyn activities. If you are 

working on something in school and the parent is working on something else, it 

does not work as parent involvement at all. It becomes something totally 

different… (Gina) 

Eileen pointed to the purpose of parent involvement at the classroom. She indicated 

that parent involvement often served the purpose of giving “the teacher a little bit of free 

time to do something else”. Eileen indicated that “spontaneous”, “impromptu” and “out of 

the ordinary” activities that engaged in building on what children already knew, benefited 

children in parent involvement.  

Sara did not see the benefits of parent involvement in the area of participating in 

field trip as important. She expressed: 

…I don’t participate in any field trips because I know my kid will stick to me like a 

leech, so I always tell her, no, I’m not free because I find, I also share this with the 

teachers, over the last few years. And I notice the teacher also say, she’s very 

different when you’re around, so that’s what prompted me that I will not parent 

volunteer (Sara) 

Parent partnership possessed mix responses in how open communication with 

parents can benefit the child through a reflection of the kindergarten philosophy. Parents’ 

perception of the benefits of parent partnership was limited to working with the children 

but not their involvement in field trips and in the classroom. As Eileen stated: 

I’m kind of like the parents should hands off and when you send your child o 

school, you hand your child to the teacher and you trust that the teacher will make 

the best of that and that the teacher knows what she is doing… (Eileen) 

In the case of Eileen, the trust displayed towards the teacher contributed to how she 

never questioned the teacher on what she was working with her child. The differing 

perspectives on how the kindergarten philosophy can be reflected in parent partnership was 

reflected differently based on the roles participants play at the kindergarten. 
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6.3.2 Role modelling as a tool for teachers to instil values. Role modelling was 

identified as the tool that teachers can adopt to instil values in children at kindergartens 

settings. Participants identified that living out the values as examples to children, helped 

children to learn how these values, could be practiced in daily interaction and decision-

making processes. Participants’ perspectives towards role modelling could be attributed to 

the perception of children as “blank canvas”, “piece of paper”, “empty library” that are 

ready to be filled up. Participants’ perception of childhood pointed to the role of adults to 

steer children towards more desirable outcomes. Besides the teacher using role modelling, 

teacher’s attitude and interaction with children also contributed to how teachers could add 

to the kindergarten as the promoter of life skills. 

6.3.2.1 Consistent role modelling benefit the child’s learning of values. 

Kindergarten One 

Karen (Principal) was very precise about engaging the tool of role modelling in her 

kindergarten. Karen explained that the principle of role modelling engaged in the process 

of directing and steering children, helped children to think about their actions. She believed 

that it was about living the values rather than telling the child what was right from wrong. 

Karen stated: 

…there is modelling, we use technique of modelling a lot so I’m telling the 

children, I’m not saying that you must learn this but this is how we do it. ….we’ve 

got little ones here when they first arrive, they have accidents and they will pee on 

the floor. We pick up rugs, put it on the floor to soak everything up, put the child 

on it, change them and go wash them down. To the point where other children who 

see a little one pee will go pick up a rug for them and put it on them so that’s what I 

mean by the philosophy has to lived and it has to be believed and you believe a 

child can do it cause once you don’t believe, they will know it….. (Karen) 
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Joey, the teacher focused on providing the opportunities for children to learn about 

life’s boundaries and how they could develop inner discipline in the process to help 

children develop respect, compassion etc. 

To me, it has to be developed from here, not like when they’re in primary school or 

they’re in secondary school. When they are in secondary school (sic), I don’t think 

they care. Starting from then, it would be a bit difficult. But from early childhood, 

is the time that we start exposing them. I think they will go a long way for their 

future. If they have respect, compassion and so forth, the other things will come 

easier because then they have respect for teachers… (Joey) 

Joey also shared her experiences on how role modelling was practiced at the 

kindergarten by using her tone of voice to communicate with children. Joey’s rationale 

was: 

Don’t raise your voice to the children unnecessarily unless it’s really meeting with 

danger. So we try to use our expression. It’s because you can use a different tone to 

them to know that you mean business – in children they will know you mean 

business (Joey) 

Joey continued to explain that role modelling of values need to begin at early 

childhood so that children could be better prepared for life. Joey said: 

To me, it has to be developed from here, not like when they’re in primary school or 

they’re in secondary school. When they are in secondary school (sic), I don’t think 

they care. Starting from then, it would be a bit difficult. But from early childhood, 

is the time that we start exposing them. I think they will go a long way for their 

future. If they have respect, compassion and so forth, the other things will come 

easier because then they have respect for teachers… (Joey) 

Jarry (parent) expressed the importance of role modelling as children were like 

empty vessels that absorb and learn from their experiences. She explained that children’s 

observations of your actions are like “a mirror image” and the actions often “comes back 

to you” in the form of their interaction and actions. Jarry indicated: 
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…I perceived them to be a blank canvas, really because of that, they take in 

whatever you or life throws at them. I guess in a certain sense, they learn their 

coping mechanism. I think also absorbing, by learning through examples, through 

role models. (Jarry)  

Jarry explained that children were observers of our actions and they learnt from 

what they see. 

Whatever or whoever you are, they accept you for who you are and it helps for the 

kids to see how genuinely passionate you are about helping them, about teaching 

them, about imparting knowledge, not just about work but about life in general 

(Jarry) 

Jarry also indicated the positive interaction with children by teachers would help 

children to see the genuine nature of their teacher, adding to learning about how to live life. 

Being genuine. I think that’s what’s key…you find that each and every teacher is 

genuine, as in they don’t take this as just a mere job. I feel there is passion, really in 

what they do, and when they relate to children (Jarry) 

The focus on the role of the teacher as the facilitator of children’s learning through 

the use of role modelling brought to the forefront the cultural practices of Kindergarten 

One. This pointed the responsibility to how teachers were charged with the responsibility 

of role modelling, being genuine when interacting with children and providing 

opportunities for children to learn life skills. 

Kindergarten Two 

Parents of Kindergarten Two were more focused to the importance of role 

modelling as the means for children to learn about values in their interaction with teachers. 

Sara and Eileen shared on how role modelling led to incidental learning and appreciation 

of what children encountered in the classroom. Sara shared role modelling led to children’s 

reflection on their behaviour and responses. She shared: 
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…from the kid at that age, the kid will be able to always reflect because the teacher 

keep doing it to me and then maybe I’ll do it, I’ll go home and do it to my parents 

(Sara) 

Repeated and consistent practices in the classroom, led to a point of reference 

towards children recalling on what they have encountered in the classroom. Eileen 

reinforced the importance of being consistent in explaining problem solving skills to 

children. She stated: 

…if it comes out nature and you’re balancing interests, you’re resolving disputes 

and fights and world war three…..then I think children can appreciate it because 

they’re not the babies of the school anymore. They can tell, they form an opinion of 

you and now, they’re just trying to see or not that holds true or not… (Eileen) 

6.3.2.2 Attitude of the teacher as a role modelling characteristics.  The attitude 

of the teacher was perceived as important in promoting life skills at the kindergarten. Both 

kindergartens focused on how the teacher’s attitude towards working with children 

influenced the way children learnt about values at the kindergarten. Each of the two 

kindergartens focused on what they believed were values teachers should possess in order 

to reflect their kindergarten philosophy. 

Kindergarten One 

Participants continued to place the teacher as the central part of evaluating quality 

at the kindergarten. Participants defined the attitude of the teacher in relation to the 

purpose of why teachers wanted to teach as a pretext of determining teachers’ attitude and 

teachers’ approach towards children. Karen (Principal) and Joey (Teacher) focused their 

perspectives on the purpose of wanting to teach, the characteristics of the teacher and what 

teachers needed to do when working with children. 

…but it’s not just the academics, they (teachers) have to have the integrity, they 

have to have honesty, they have to have a real understanding as to why they want to 

teach and it’s not to become authoritative or to be the authoritarian person you 
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know to be or to even use it as therapy. There are some people who become 

teachers of small children to rectify what happened to them in their childhood. 

(Karen) 

Karen emphasized the importance of the characteristics of integrity and honesty as 

quality indicators when determining teacher’s attitude. She explained that the purpose of 

why teachers wanted to teach was important so that teachers with the right purpose could 

help children towards development rather than for personal gratification. 

Joey, as a teacher, focused on what teachers needed to do to achieve quality in their 

teaching. Joey mentioned about observation of children and how they were interacting with 

the Montessori materials as means of reflecting on the progression of the child. 

…but if we see that a child is reading very well, then there’s no point that the child 

is still at the normal level and we can move the child up. That is the Montessori 

way of working because we work based on the individual child. Every child is at a 

different level. (Joey) 

Parents on the other hand, were more focused on the characteristics of the teacher 

since they perceived these characteristics as a translation of how they cared and listened to 

children. Jarry reflected on her personal experiences and indicated the importance of 

teachers providing a continuation of similar values translated from school to home and 

home to school. Jarry believed that the passion and commitment of the teacher, helped to 

translate the actualisation of values when working with children. 

I think what is key is that you don’t want to have a situation where the teacher 

teaches in a particular manner and that’s not something that you can either replicate 

or support at home and vice versa (Jarry) 

Sara (parent who was early childhood trained) focused on the characteristics of the 

teacher to determine quality teaching towards children. As a former early childhood 

educator, Sara was more concerned about how teachers cared and listened to children’s 

opinions and ideas. 
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….Teachers who are, who have a passion for children, who care, who sincerely 

care for the children…Teachers who are caring, who show concern for the children, 

who listen to children……you can recognise good quality when you see it but you 

wouldn’t be…on paper. So it’s something beyond that and how they apply their 

learning (Sara) 

Participants may use differing lenses to perceive the attitude a teacher should 

possess but their responses pointed to similar objectives of attaining quality in children’s 

learning experiences. 

Kindergarten One reflected participants’ conceptualisation of quality were 

influenced by their personal experiences and their belief of children’s abilities. The 

kindergarten philosophy acted like the main tool of drawing participants’ with similar 

philosophy perspectives to the kindergarten. This was evident in participants’ similar and 

consistent perspectives to the kindergarten philosophy like open communication about 

children, working together as a team within the kindergarten, setting up of the physical 

environment, the development of social-emotional skills and the focus on the teacher as 

means of attaining quality early childhood education. Participants’ perspectives suggested 

that kindergarten philosophy played a contributing role in drawing like-minded participants 

to the kindergarten. The role of the leadership in translating the kindergarten’s beliefs to 

achieve quality early childhood education was highlighted as important in attaining 

harmony between parents and the kindergarten – in Sara’s words “open policy”. 

Kindergarten Two 

Besides teacher’s interaction and communication with children, Doris also believed 

in the importance of considering the attitude of the teacher as qualifications were only a 

means for entry into early childhood teaching. Doris focused on the attitude of the teacher 

to effectively carry out a holistic curriculum for children at the kindergarten. 
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…when I look for quality of teachers, I would say, is not just on qualifications but 

the experience as well and how they actually interact. Their attitude is very 

important. I think attitude will rise above knowledge and everything else (Doris) 

Doris believed that good teachers cannot be only identified through qualifications 

but also how knowledge was carried out. Doris drew from her own teaching experiences 

and observations about teachers. 

So there are a lot of different people who are in this field, they are very good but 

they don’t have that knowledge….and of course we also have a lot teachers who 

come in with the knowledge (Doris) 

And I have met a lot of teachers but they don’t have qualifications. And I respect 

that because teaching is in a way a vocation where I feel experience, in that sense 

and learning on the job is more important than the knowledge that you actually 

have…and I believe very strongly in terms of that (Doris) 

Doris’s perspectives of the teacher’s attitude as a contribution to quality at the 

kindergarten were driven by her own personal working experiences. Doris’s personal 

working experiences together with how teachers should interact and communicate with 

children suggested that quality perceptions were conceptualised not only by cultural 

practices. Rather the conceptualisation of quality were also contributed by experiences 

transformed into a more participated contribution towards how quality was defined at the 

kindergarten. 

The transformation of Doris’s interpretation of the kindergarten philosophy has 

resulted to the translation of her personal experiences into the conceptualisation of quality. 

This transformation led to the influence of Doris’ beliefs in the importance of the attitude 

of teachers and teachers’ ability to interact, communicate with children. Vee and Gina’s 

perspectives on their roles as teachers reflected Doris recruited teachers based on sharing 

similar perspectives as the kindergarten philosophy.  
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6.3.2.3 Teacher’s positive interaction with children. 

Kindergarten One 

The positive interaction that teachers should have with children was considered as 

fundamental in how the kindergarten’s philosophy was translated in the kindergarten 

environment. Karen in her earlier discussion about the kindergarten philosophy indicated 

that children were instilled with the values of “learning about themselves” and “leaning 

about self’” along the way of developing independence. Joey, in an earlier discussion also 

pointed to the tone of voice as an indication of creation of a quiet environment for children 

to learn. Joey’s responses indicated that children were provided with the space to make 

decisions, solved and learnt on their own. A soft tone of voice represented the space given 

to the children and the respect to explore. Jarry described how she determined the level of 

teacher interaction by observing the way teachers interacted with children. 

…..how do you relate to me, as a person, as an individual….do they treat them as 

adults, just at a different size or do they talk down to the children…. (Jarry) 

This perspective was similar to Sara’s observation of the physical environment and 

interaction of the teacher with the children. She claimed that one of the quality indicators 

of a kindergarten was observing the teacher in action. Sara stated: 

I’ll just check their environment whether it matches what they say…..I was able to 

self-observe how things whether organically, how she interacted with children, how 

other teachers, things like that. And so I believe that’s important, to see how the 

teachers interact with children….whether the teacher interact with the children the 

way that the philosophy say that they do (Sara) 

Parents believed that the reflection of teacher’s interaction with children was a 

representation of the kindergarten’s philosophy. It was through this interaction with 

children that determined the outcomes of children’s confidence and development.  
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Kindergarten Two 

Doris believed that teachers’ interaction and engagement with children were 

considered as an important quality criteria in achieving the holistic development of 

children. Doris believed that teachers needed to be “very communicative, interactive, 

engaging with children”. Doris explained that the nature of children as different from what 

children were at her time of growing up. 

…we are not so communicative because we are asked to keep quiet. Whereas the 

children nowadays, they are very communicative. They know how to 

interact….and of course, I would say curiosity – they are more curious than us 

(Doris) 

Children’s curiosity in their own learning coupled with the teacher’s 

communication with children, could help in developing a child-centred curriculum. Doris 

believed that children were quick to identify if their interest are represented in the 

curriculum. 

Teachers can plan to a certain extent but if a child is not interested in what you are 

actually talking about, it’s basically – the child is going to be switched off. The 

child is not going to learn at all, you see. So it needs to be very child-centred. 

(Doris) 

Doris’s perspectives of teachers’ communication as means to attain quality pointed 

to the emphasis this Kindergarten placed on characteristics of teachers. 

Eileen, as a parent shared from the perspective of happy experiences for children as 

the result of positive interactions with children. This was similar to Doris’s characteristics 

of teacher’s interaction with the children. Eileen indicated what she perceived as a suitable 

environment for children: 

….I think there should be a lot of singing and happy moments for them, to recall 

their first experience with education as opposed to study. I think that’s the 

distinction that I think is important (Eileen) 
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Eileen’s similar perspective about the benefits of positive interaction with children 

with Doris, .pointed to how the kindergarten’s philosophy in how teachers should 

communication with children are translated into creating a happy learning environment for 

children. 

6.4 Summary 

Quality early childhood education was understood based on the two themes implied 

in this study. The two main themes – the development of life skills to prepare children for 

life and the kindergarten as the promotor of life skills pointed to the importance 

participants placed on the characteristics of developing life skills and the benefits children 

gained as a result of learning these life skills.  

In the first theme of preparing children for life, characteristics like developing of 

children’s potential, developing tools in children through opportunities to learn, providing 

children with activities that were child initiated and a nurturing environment, were 

identified as promoting the learning of life skills in children. The benefits of preparing 

children for life was justified through how Confucian related values developed children 

into upright, contributors to society and the development of the whole child. Adults were 

perceived as the driver of steering children towards the learning of these values.  

In the second theme, the kindergarten played the role of promoter of life skills 

through the translation of the kindergarten philosophy and the role modelling of teachers. 

The physical environment, the role of the teacher and parents played contributing factors in 

promoting the kindergarten philosophy as the facilitator of life skills at the kindergarten 

were discussed. Role modelling as a tool for teachers were also identified as important 

quality features in the kindergarten as the promoter of life skills. Teachers through role 

modelling were able to create a nurturing and reflective learning environment for children 

and teachers’ positive interaction with child help to promote happy experiences for 

children.  
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Features of preparing children for life like the active participation of kindergartens 

in the promotion of Confucian like values through the translation of the kindergarten 

philosophy and the role modelling of teachers, signified that preparing children for life was 

not only the sole responsibility of parents. Rather the instilling of values was considered as 

crucial in the promotion of these values through every facet of the kindergarten’s physical 

environment, the development of learning opportunities, interacting with teachers, 

instilling of values through happy experiences and perceiving these values in action. The 

next chapter focuses on the discussion of phase two semi-structured interview findings, its 

implications and the contributor of these two main themes to understanding the localised 

perspective of quality early childhood education in two Singaporean kindergartens. 
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CHAPTER 7:  CHILDREN’S PREPARATION FOR LIFE - PARTICIPANTS’ 

QUALITY IMPERATIVES IN EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION 

7.1 Introduction 

In the last chapter, phase two semi-structured interview findings focused on two 

main themes – preparing children for life through the development of values and 

kindergartens as promoters of the development of life skills. The two themes were further 

elaborated to indicate the characteristics that define quality early childhood education in 

these two Singaporean kindergartens. The findings suggested that the kindergarten and the 

teacher played important roles in developing Confucian-related values that promoted 

values that prepared children for life. The primary research question of ‘What is quality 

early childhood education from the perspectives of principals, teachers and parents in two 

Singaporean kindergartens’ are answered. The identifiable characteristics of quality 

conceptualisations also give an in-depth feature of how quality can be achieved. 

This chapter elaborates on the implications of these two themes and what they 

mean to constitute quality early childhood education. The implications for the first theme - 

preparing children for life through the development of life skills, is discussed in section 

7.2. Sections 7.2.1 – 7.2.2 discuss the two key features derive from participants’ quality 

perceptions about preparing children for life. These two key features – reflection on 

participants’ past experiences and personal beliefs and the situated context of Confucian 

principles are highlighted as important considerations that had implications on quality 

conceptualisations. The implications on quality conceptualisations are elaborated based on 

the situated context of Confucian principles in sections 7.2.2.1 – 7.2.2.2.  

Section 7.3 focuses on the second theme of kindergarten as promotor of life skills 

in children. The discussion emphasizes on the teacher’s role in role modelling Confucian 

values to children through children’s interaction and learning experiences in section 7.3.1. 

This shifts the notion of teachers being the facilitators of children’s learning towards active 
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participants in preparing children for life’s challenges. Kindergarten as spaces of 

translating values also highlights the neoliberal influences on the roles at the kindergarten 

in section 7.3.2. Principals and teachers who are at the beginning stages of the 

implementation of quality regulations describe their roles according to MOE prescribed 

roles. The prescribed roles point to how neoliberal objectives undergird early childhood 

perceptions and expectations. Section 7.3.3 further extends the implications of the 

kindergarten as a promoter of life skills by indicating the kindergarten as more than a 

physical space for children’s experiences. Section 7.4 concludes the chapter by 

summarizing on the implications of the two main themes and how this leads to the 

discussion of conflicts between MOE and participants’ perspectives in Chapter Eight. 

7.2 Development of life skills to prepare children for life 

Participants’ perspectives of the development of life skills to prepare children for 

life skills signified the influence of personal reflections on past experiences and personal 

beliefs and the situated context of Confucian principles in the two kindergartens. This 

section discussed the rationale behind these influences and its implications on shaping 

quality early childhood education. 

7.2.1 Reflection on participants’ past experiences and personal beliefs. The 

development of life skills as the means to prepare children for life represented a shift in 

quality focus from the development of academics in children towards preparing children 

for life (Ang, 2014a; Ebbeck & Gokhale, 2004; Retas & Kwan, 2000; Sharpe, 2000). The 

preparation of children for life indicated the shift of thinking towards values that built 

individual children towards life’s journey. This shift in thinking suggested that participants 

learnt from their experiences and this drove participants to reflect on what they thought 

was appropriate to constitute quality early childhood education. Rogoff (1995) described 

this process as participatory appropriation of participants’ experiences where participants’ 

definition of quality evolved with experiences. In the context of these two Singapore 
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kindergartens, the influences of participatory appropriation redefined the meanings of 

children’s learning by bring the focus towards the localised lens of what participants 

understood by preparing children for life’s experiences.  

Examples of parents’ responses to their past experiences suggested that their past 

experiences and personal beliefs resulted to parents reflecting on what they thought were 

important as features of quality early childhood education. Jarry, parent of Kindergarten 

One indicated that her experiences of going through the mainstream education in 

Singapore, did not refined her own understanding that early childhood education was 

significant beyond the academics. She said, “…because the fact that we sent our kids to 

Montessori play school meant that, although we are products of mainstream schools, there 

is a certain part of us that understands that it is just beyond academic…” Eileen, parent of 

Kindergarten Two shared from her experience as a child and determined what she did not 

want her child to experience in his learning years. She explained, “I think there’s envy 

you, know, because you get to do what’s actually interesting…do science, it’s not 

interesting (sic) also but I had to be there because my mother said I had to be there. So 

that’s why I don’t want my child to do things because I tell him to do, but you know,  it’s 

very hard to guide and then not to over, make sure you don’t over guide”. Eileen also 

pointed that it was beyond academics that got you further in life, by saying “….its 

experiences and your street smarts and everything else that gets you further…” 

The participants’ findings represented refocusing on the factors that influenced 

quality perspectives from the technical practices of quality dominant discourses like 

developmental psychology, quantified by objectives and performance indicators towards 

the inclusion of personal experiences, values and beliefs (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005).  The 

modernist notion of perceiving and quantifying quality using performance outcomes as 

“normative frameworks” to depict progress indicators, do not accommodate to the 

subjective variation in personal experiences, values, beliefs  (Dahlberg et al., 1999, p.9).  
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As values related quality indicators vary according to participants’ personal values and 

beliefs, factors influencing participants’ quality perspectives challenged quality dominant 

discourses of narrowing quality into categorised prescribed indicators (Penn, 2002) and 

positivist approaches in evaluating participants’ conceptualisation of quality (Fenech, 

2011). 

7.2.2 Situated context of Confucian principles.  Confucian values were 

described in findings as the way of life and the way of believing that shaped participants’ 

quality conceptualisations, their choice of kindergartens and their perceptions of roles and 

responsibilities towards children. Participants’ responses pointed to quality as a holistic 

approach towards preparing children to be equipped for life and to be a better individual by 

contributing back to society. The preparation of children signified Confucian principles 

that focused on the development of children and contributing to citizens through the belief 

of doing what was good and right to both others and self. This is similar to the features of 

Ministry of Education’s Desired Outcomes for Preschool Children whose objectives are to 

develop in children the basis of being a contributor to society through team work and 

knowing right from wrong (Ministry of Education, 2012). The six learning dispositions 

indicated in the Revised Curriculum Framework like perseverance, reflectiveness, 

appreciation, inventiveness, sense of wonder and curiosity, engagement also act like the 

foundation to be developed in children to cultivate Confucian tenets (Ministry of 

Education, 2012). Tan (2013) expressed the influence of communitarianism tend to 

influence the way individuals identify their position and responsibility in their community. 

This is not uncommon in East and Southeast Asian countries where their emphasis is on 

the focus on “others rather than the self” (Tan, 2013, p482). 

The underlying Confucian tenets of doing what was good and right to both others 

and self were demonstrated in how parents described values as important in shaping 

children’s perspectives of life and what was important for children to learn at preschool. 
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Eileen, parent of Kindergarten Two focused on children’s quality of life in the future by 

saying “I think now people start valuing the quality of life a bit more. So the main thing for 

a child at this stage is being happy and then to grow up into happy individuals and better 

individuals and a little bit more sense of integrity and all that sort of thing, to be a good 

person”.  

Susan, parent of Kindergarten Two focused on the benefits of Confucian principles 

as the basis of interaction between persons and the making of choices in affluent 

Singapore. She identified the characteristics of Confucian principles as necessary for 

preparing for life by indicating: 

Courtesy, honesty, integrity and honour…it’s the basic of being a human being, 

compared to animals. That’s a very big difference because being in a modest 

society, affluent Singapore, probably we are looking at, able to know what’s right 

and wrong, be an upright person. Not just only for survival because I believe the rat 

race is all about chasing to be the best and then to earn the most money, drive the 

biggest car. I think that’s very material. I think...it’s not difficult to achieve, but to 

be able to really know what’s right and wrong, to be humane, to be loving and in 

order to know that, I don’t think of myself only but I think of the people around me. 

(Susan) 

Parents’ perspectives about children learning Confucian related values were 

translated into children’s learning and experiences. Unlike modernist perspectives of 

children’s learning and experiences that focused on the developmental outcomes of 

children, learning was given a new understanding in children’s development. Children’s 

learning represented participants’ personal values and beliefs about what they believed 

children should learn in the area of moral skills, learning right from wrong, self-

preservation, respect and learning about boundaries. Moss (2014) described that “quality is 

not neutral and not natural, but a constructed concept saturated with values” (p.76). Moss 

(2014)’s recognition of quality as inundated with values was evident in the way findings 

pointed to specific set of right values that developed children’s lifelong skills to shape 
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quality conceptualisations. These sets of right values were related to children learning 

about social-emotional and life skills like confidence, perseverance, patience and the use of 

external factors like teachers’ attitude, interaction with children and a nurturing 

environment to develop lifelong skills.  

The notions of learning right from wrong, self-preservation, respect and learning 

about boundaries represented the Confucius principles of filial piety, harmony and the role 

of the family (Huang & Gove, 2012). The influence of Confucius principles on decisions 

and children’s education is not a new concept in the Asian contexts like Hong Kong, 

Korea, China and Taiwan (Huang & Gove, 2012; Lam et al., 2002; Park & Cho, 1995; 

Yim, Lee & Ebbeck, 2013). Stakeholders in kindergartens charged themselves with the 

responsibility to educate, steer and direct children in the right direction. Huang and Gove 

(2012) cited that Confucianism as very much a part of Chinese families and beliefs, 

influencing role, hierarchy and education process. Similar observations were indicated in 

the Korean culture where Confucius principles shaped respect, cultural practices and status 

(Park & Cho, 1995).  

In Singapore, the role of Confucius principles were continuously influencing the 

way the nation governed and families functioned socially towards economic progress and 

development (Tan, 2007). The “Shared Values” ideology was an example of how the 

Singapore government focused on Asian values and aimed to strengthen the ‘hierarchical 

foundations of the society’ (Ortmann, 200, p.31). The ideology focused on these main 

principles: “nation before community and society above self”, “family as the basic unit of 

society”, “community support and respect for the individual”, “consensus, not conflict” 

and “racial and religious harmony” (Singapore government, 1991, cited in Ortmann, 2009, 

p.31). Tan (2007) explained that Confucianism was integrated not only for nation building 

focusing on political and economic benefits. Confucianism was ingrained in the facets of 
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maintaining racial harmony, stability, cohesion, the family and the community (Tan, 2007) 

and in the togetherness over the concept of the individual self (Ortmann, 2009). 

Rogoff (2003) described the interconnectedness of these cultural practices to the 

larger community where each community possessed their unique patterns and variations. 

Rogoff (2003) explained that “people develop as participants in cultural communities. 

Their development can be understood only in light of the cultural practices and 

circumstances of their communities – which also change” (p.3-4). The dynamic nature of 

cultural practices pointed to the necessity to focus on the local context of the two 

Singaporean kindergartens rather than the neoliberal focus of how quality was defined by 

government policies.  

In this study, the community was set in the context of each localised kindergarten, 

the Montessori and Theme-based kindergartens. Findings were reflective of the beliefs and 

practices of principals, teachers and parents. In the context of the kindergarten where the 

sociocultural background of participants possessed at least a Diploma in their educational 

qualifications and school fees were above the average Singapore kindergarten, the values 

of Confucianism still governed the way participants conceptualised quality. Findings 

indicated in the earlier section pointed to the notion of participatory appropriation where 

the governing Confucius principles were transferred through experiences to influence the 

way participants conceptualised quality. This suggested that the governing principles that 

undergird experiences like family values, continued to remain dominant to shape 

conceptualisation of quality. 

7.2.2.1 Roles and responsibilities of adults as guardians. The implications of 

situating Confucian principles in the two kindergarten context highlighted the effects of the 

adult’s roles as guardians to guide, steer and direct children towards the right path in life. 

The adult’s role may be perceived as similar to the modernist perspective of adults as 

perceiving children as weak and the adults as the transmitter of knowledge (Dahlberg et al., 
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1999). Rather, findings pointed to the influence of Confucian principles embedded in 

cultural practices as the main contributors to adults’ perceptions of their role towards 

children. This perspective of adults’ perceived responsibilities were indicated in studies 

undertaken by Ebbeck and Gokhale (2004), Hoon (1994) and Tan-Niam and Quah (2000) 

that reinforced the notion that Singapore parents were charged with the responsibility to 

choose a kindergarten that they thought would help their child to gain an edge towards 

their preparation for mainstream education.  

Chapter Six findings further elaborated parents’ perspectives that adults were not 

only guardians but decision-makers of children towards what they felt were the right path 

(Ebbeck & Warrier, 2008; Weaven & Grace, 2010). Parents’ perceived responsibilities 

were attributed to the Confucian ideology embedded in the Singapore society where 

parents possessed the role of instilling the correct ideals in their children. As discussed 

earlier in section 7.2.2, this was not uncommon in Asian cultures where parents perceived 

that it was their responsibility and role towards their children’s education and successes 

(Huang & Gove, 2012; Lam, Ho & Wong, 2002; Yim, Lee & Ebbeck, 2013). But these 

perceived adult roles were necessary to be brought into the discussion to highlight the 

impact of how adult’s roles and responsibilities may not necessary reflect modernist 

outlooks. Rather, deeper implications suggested more in-depth undergirding influences on 

participants’ quality conceptualisations.  

7.2.2.2 Role of teachers as active participants in developing children’s values. 

In the context of perceiving quality early childhood as preparing children for life, the 

traditional focus of the role of teachers shifted from the traditional responsibilities as 

transmitters of knowledge towards teachers’ interpreting values through their actions and 

attitudes. The shift towards teachers interpreting values were significant towards 

understanding quality as the traditional focus on using structural and process quality 

indicators like teacher’s qualifications and scales to measure quality teaching, mirrored 
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modernist quality perspectives working towards predetermined outcomes (Dahlberg et al., 

1999). This shift suggested that the assumed modernist perspectives of teachers focusing 

on outcomes were no longer perceived as crucial by participants. In other words, meeting 

stipulated economic and social regulations embedded into Desired Outcomes of early 

childhood education, were not the focus of participants’ understanding of quality (Ministry 

of Education, 2012). 

In this study, participants’ choices of kindergartens suggested that their focus were 

placed on “instrumental rationality and technical practices” like the role of the teacher and 

kindergarten environment as process quality indicators to select kindergartens that meet the 

well-being of the child (Dahlberg et al., 1999, p.42). These perspectives were supported by 

studies undertaken by Fan-Eng and Sharpe (2000) that reflected how Singapore parents 

possessed the knowledge to provide quality education for their children by focusing on 

process related factors in conceptualising quality. A study carried out by Weaven and 

Grace (2010) also reported on how parents focused on more observable childcare 

experience like interaction with children rather than more structured elements. 

Even though participants’ perspectives of quality seemed to be similar to 

quantifying quality in the area of outcomes, participants contributed to the consideration of 

unquantifiable process quality indicators in the area of the attitude of the teacher and the 

values teachers translated to their children. Traditionally, process quality indicators related 

to the teacher tend to focus on the qualifications of the teacher, interaction with children 

and quality experiences rendered by teachers in the classroom environment (Weaven & 

Grace, 2010).   

Participants’ conceptualisation of process indicators were contrary to the traditional 

way of process quality indicators defining the role of teachers. Findings pointed to the 

inclusion of values related teacher’s characteristics like passion, being genuine to children 

and values teachers translate to children, as important factors of quality conceptualisations. 
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These factors suggested Singapore parents used new ways of perceiving teachers as role 

models of inculcating values in children. Parents perceived teachers should be role models 

through the translation of these values rather than focusing on learning values through 

predetermined structured activities. New ways of thinking about the role of teachers 

towards active participation in living out the values in their interaction with children 

indicated that there was a move away from the traditional perceptions of teachers in being 

the authoritarian role models and transmitter of knowledge (Dahlberg et al., 1999; Reta & 

Kwan, 2000). The notion of teachers as role models would be further discussed in more 

detail in section 7.3.1, in the context of how teachers can be role models in the 

kindergarten setting.  

7.3 Kindergarten as the promotor of life skills in children 

The discussion of the first theme pointed to the importance of the development of 

life skills in children to prepare them for life. Participants continued to emphasize in the 

second theme that the kindergarten played as crucial role in translating these life skills in 

children. The teacher as role models of values and life skills and the translation of 

kindergarten philosophy were highlighted in Chapter Six as common characteristics that 

described quality in early childhood education.in the two Singapore kindergartens.  

The discussion continued to extend these two common characteristics about how 

the kindergarten helped in promoting the development of life skills in children. This 

section emphasized the role of the teachers, has moved beyond the traditional expectations 

of teachers to facilitate children learning and development. The element of nurture in the 

area of role modelling of life skills like learning about boundaries and in a safe 

environment pointed to the creation of learning about how to live life rather than solely on 

academic excellence. 

The interpretation of the kindergarten philosophy helped to maintain the values and 

beliefs in the kindergarten environment. Participants explained that the kindergarten 
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environment then reflected quality spaces that represented what participants conceptualised 

as quality early childhood education. This shifted the notion of kindergarten spaces from a 

physical educational space to an actively appropriated space where quality 

conceptualisations evolved over time and space. 

7.3.1 Teachers as role models to promote life skills. Teachers as role models of 

how to live life were recognised as important in instilling confidence, security and 

independence in children’s learning quality experiences at the kindergarten. The use of less 

quantifiable and personal beliefs like the role modelling of values and teachers’ personal 

attitude when working with children were believed in creating nurturing environments that 

allowed children to learn in a secure and respected environment.  

Principals in both kindergarten explained the rationale of role modelling from their 

personal belief of how children learnt. Karen, principal of Kindergarten One explained her 

rationale of implementing role modelling by saying, “….we use technique of modelling a 

lot so I’m telling the children, I’m not saying that you must learn this but this is how we do 

it”. Doris, principal of Kindergarten Two pointed to the importance of teachers as 

facilitators of children’s learning to reflect quality and subtle translation of learnt values in 

children. She said, “so in terms of qualities of a teacher, I think that makes up, I would say 

80% to me the definition of quality early childhood education. Because I have – to me you 

have a very good curriculum but you don’t have a good teacher to carry out the curriculum 

– that is zero quality”.  

In this study, the principal, teacher and parents at Kindergarten One focused on the 

teacher as role models to advocate to children values and boundaries of how to live life. 

Karen explained her role as a leader to translate the kindergarten philosophy by expressing, 

“I think the translation of the quality has to do with the leadership…”  Joey, teacher of the 

Montessori-based Kindergarten explained from her role the importance of establishing 

confines in directing children’s learning by saying “…. the boundary. They (the children) 
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know where – how far they can go but if they are not given that, they just go to the extreme 

end each time”.  

Principal and teachers at Kindergarten Two placed more emphasis on the positive 

communication and interaction with children. This was different from parents who placed 

more emphasis on what they could do to create a positive learning environment for 

children. Eileen expressed her rationale of choosing a kindergarten by saying, “you want to 

choose a place which is nurturing, will help the child to learn something but at the same 

time not becoming pressurising”.  

Participants’ perspectives on the role of the teacher differed from the traditional 

perspective of the role of teachers as a facilitator in achieving outcomes to attain the 

academic progression of children in the early years. Teachers were recognised as the main 

technician in reinforcing modernist and neoliberal perspectives to achieve quantifiable 

performance outcomes and economic benefits (Cannella & Bloch, 2006; Doherty, 2007; 

Moss, 2014).   

Singapore regulatory policies relate to raising teachers’ qualifications aimed at 

improving the effectiveness of teachers in achieving quality outcomes, the introduction of 

policies (like the Revised Kindergarten Curriculum Framework) and educational outcomes 

to steer, direct teachers towards planning curriculum that encouraged children to be 

productive citizens (Dahlberg et al., 1999). The power associated with modernist and 

neoliberal perspectives provided teachers with truths and regulations about what was the 

most effective way of perceiving quality children development (MacNaughton, 2005).   

However, Logan and Sumsion (2010) pointed to the overlooking of more complex 

characteristics of quality when modernist perspectives were used to understand quality, 

calling upon the consideration of less tangible aspects of quality to understand the complex 

nature of quality. Bown and Sumsion (2007) termed this phenomenon as “voices from the 
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other side of the fence” where voices of teachers and parents contributed to shaping the 

localised perspective of quality (p.30). Less tangible quality indicators were often related 

to context specific elements, attributing to expectations of the role of the teacher (Fenech, 

Sumsion, & Shepherd, 2010; Osgood, 2006). Osgood (2010) challenged the notion of 

teachers’ professionalism designed by neoliberal policies that robbed the space for more 

subjective consideration of the emotional self in the consideration of professionalism. She 

suggested the widening and moving to consider reflexivity and the input of lived 

experiences in the consideration of what defined teachers’ professionalism. Noble (2007) 

highlighted that social context of communities influenced how parents perceived quality 

indicators. Cultural context also contributed to the consideration of the types of goals and 

practices that were considered as cultural scripts (Rosenthal, 2003).  

This study suggested that the roles and expectations of teachers as a reflection of 

quality was context specific to each kindergarten’s philosophy. The kindergarten 

philosophy provided the basis for values and beliefs to be transmitted through personal 

attitudes of teachers. Teachers needed to possess the passion to work with children, to 

display the enthusiasm and initiative to work, facilitate and work with children. Quality, in 

the context of the role of teacher, was conceptualised as the way the teacher translated her 

attitude of role modelling values and beliefs in daily experiences with children. However, 

literature also challenged looking beyond the neoliberal policies, to consider the notion of 

power embedding to control desired choices and outcomes. This notion of power and its 

impact on the participants’ quality conceptualisation wold further discussed in Chapter 

Nine and Ten. 

7.3.2 Kindergarten as quality spaces to translate kindergarten philosophy. 

The previous discussion on the role of the teacher to promote life skills in children placed 

emphasis on the kindergarten as a space of communicating and translating kindergarten 

philosophy. The interpretation of kindergarten philosophy through the teachers’ passion, 
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enthusiasm and initiative to facilitate children’s experiences were highlighted as key 

elements in the development of quality in the kindergarten space.  

In this study, participants’ definition of kindergarten philosophy referred to the 

values and beliefs each kindergarten adopted that translate to supporting and working with 

young children and families. With the consideration of how the kindergarten philosophy 

was interpreted, two features were brought to the forefront of how participants perceived 

quality kindergarten spaces.  These two features were described as 

 The role of kindergarten philosophy as a tool to gather like-minded participants 

who share the similar philosophy.  

 Kindergarten as a physical space for educating children  

In this section, the common feature of kindergarten philosophy as a tool to gather 

like-minded participants to the kindergarten would be discussed in more details. 

Kindergarten as a physical space for educating children would be discussed in the next 

section. 

The findings suggested the kindergarten philosophy acted like the means to gather 

like-minded participants to the kindergarten. Parents from both kindergartens used their 

personal values and beliefs to select a kindergarten that represented their values necessary 

to be instilled in children in their early years. This was discussed in the earlier part of this 

chapter where Confucian values were identified by participants as key to children’s 

development. The earlier discussion also highlighted how principals and teachers from 

both kindergartens shared similar quality perspectives that reflected values of the 

kindergarten philosophy. 

  The gathering of like-minded participants at both the kindergartens also pointed to 

how participants described their quality conceptualisation based on the roles they played at 

the kindergarten.  Principals were more focused on using a managerial perspective to 
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translate the kindergarten philosophy into different aspects of the kindergarten. Karen 

suggested “…I think the translation of the quality has to do with leadership….yes it is all 

intertwined…” Teachers placed themselves in the position as facilitators of children’s 

development. Vee, teacher of Kindergarten Two, used words like “help”, “support”, “build 

up” and “give” to define her role as a teacher to provide the whole learning process of 

children. Parents recognised their role as guardians of children where their aim was to 

choose a kindergarten that instilled their personal notion of values and beliefs in children. 

Sara, parent Kindergarten One, indicated how she chose a kindergarten “I will visit the 

place and see what the Principal and Teachers are like, how they interact”. Eileen, parent 

of Kindergarten Two, shared how she chose a kindergarten that was similar to what she 

wanted “…we went in and had a tour of the school and the immediate sense you get is that 

it’s a happy place, somewhere where you want your child to spend like half a day…” 

Participants’ responses towards the kindergarten as spaces of translating the 

kindergarten philosophy highlighted parents’ consumer rights to select a kindergarten that 

best represented their personal values and beliefs in these two kindergartens. The role 

specific nature of conceptualising quality further supported the notion that participants 

conceptualised quality based on how kindergartens translated their philosophy through 

children interaction, opportunities to learn, curriculum and the physical interaction. Rogoff 

(2003) described participants’ role definitions as the cultural practices unique to the 

kindergarten as spaces. Kindergarten as spaces are termed as communities of practices 

where participants with like-minded beliefs gather within one space to carry out activities, 

in a space where similarities and differences of participants co-exist (Wenger, 1998).  

The depiction of findings in accordance to participants’ role related responses to 

quality and their perceptions towards participation at the kindergarten pointed to the 

governance of neoliberal policies in controlling effective outcomes of the role of 

individuals at the kindergarten space (Osgood, 2010). Osgood (2010) explained that 
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neoliberal outcomes highlighted the measurability of policies and roles, and the 

rationalised notion of specified roles in achieving effective means of accountability. The 

role specific nature of participants’ conceptualisation of quality communicated the 

promotion of evidence-based objectives where the effectiveness of stipulated roles 

contributed to control and quantifiable outcomes (Moss, 2014). The complexity and 

political differences involved in the conceptualisation of quality were overlooked and 

stipulated structures as the means to attain high quality that translated to the effectiveness 

of programs and policies. 

However, Rogoff (2003) and Wenger’s (1998) notion of communities of practices 

were defined not by the participation, relationship and negotiation of participants in the 

two Singaporean kindergartens. The communities of practices in themselves were 

underpinned by modernist and neoliberal perspectives that regulate the use of kindergarten. 

The kindergarten was that uses kindergarten philosophy to front governance and control 

efficiency in kindergartens as educational institutions. MacNaughton (2005) described the 

act of using the kindergarten as a space and the role-stipulated nature of principals, 

teachers and parents as discourses that framed how quality was perceived, understood and 

thought of. Moss (2014) highlighted that the politics involved in education cannot be 

ignored. He suggested that “the word (quality) marks the political nature of education, the 

notion that education is first and foremost a political question” (p.76).  

In this study, the politics of neoliberalism were evident in the way participants were 

provided with the freedom to design their kindergarten philosophy and parents were given 

the freedom to choose a kindergarten philosophy. Politics are masked by modernist 

perspectives that govern the way participants perceive their roles in contributing to 

neoliberal outcomes like meritocracy (Moss, 2014). 

In the Singapore context, the definition of the kindergarten as a quality space was 

stipulated by MOE as the way teachers plan, facilitate, observe and reflect on children’s 
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learning and support children’s curiosity and active participation in their learning process 

(Ministry of Education, 2012). MOE’s definition was perceived as limiting, as the 

definition of quality spaces were standardized, static and undergird with power relations of 

governance over what was personally understood as quality early childhood (Woodrow, 

2007).  This static disposition of quality and the interpretation of quality were evident in 

the principals and teachers’ responses. The principals and teachers emphasized their role as 

educating and teaching a child rather than reflecting collaborative, cooperative and 

negotiated views on early childhood education. Joey, the teacher in Kindergarten One 

commented, “to me it (moral values, independence, life skills) has to be developed from 

here (early childhood), not like when they’re in primary school or when they’re in 

secondary school”. Karen, principal of Kindergarten One summed up her role “as a 

teacher, my job is to prepare children as well as I can…”  

The principal and teachers’ limited and static perspectives of their roles at the 

kindergarten to work with the kindergarten philosophy signified that their perspectives 

were still at the beginning stage of accepting and implementing the recent quality 

initiatives introduced by the Singapore government (Alexander, 2010). Alexander (2010) 

recognised that the implementation of regulatory policies at the beginning was a nature 

process of learning that contributed to the adaptation of these policies into their local 

context. Principals and teachers in this study were confined to their roles at the 

kindergarten. They defined quality based on their roles at the kindergarten rather than 

displaying some evidence of appropriating regulated policies into their local context. Moss 

(2014) explained the possible perspectives of principals and teachers to regulatory policies, 

saying “it is the experts that are to tell us what ‘quality’ means, offering norms for 

technicians to work to and to which managers can require compliance” (p.76). 

7.3.3 Kindergarten is more than a physical space for children’s experiences. 

The previous discussion about the kindergarten as a space for gathering like-minded 
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participants who shared similar values as the kindergarten philosophy suggested that the 

kindergarten was no longer perceived as a physical space for children’s experiences. 

Participants’ responses indicated that the kindergarten space represented the active 

participation of principals, teachers and parents in transforming the space into the 

discussion of translating philosophical values into the physical environment, interaction 

with children, the curriculum and opportunities to develop children’s potential and life 

skills. The development of life skills in children included the development of confidence 

and perseverance to prepare children for meeting life’s demands. 

The active participation of principal, teachers and parents put forward by 

participants’ findings characterized the distinct roles that each participant played at the 

kindergarten. The significance of the distinctive roles of principals, teachers and parents 

presented in the previous discussion about the translation of kindergarten philosophy, 

indicated the presence of modernist perspectives at play in their prescribed roles at the 

kindergarten. However, this study redefined that participants’ perspectives of their 

prescribed roles moved beyond the confines of perceiving the kindergarten as a physical 

space of education. Instead, the kindergarten space was defined by the varied personal 

beliefs and values of principals, teachers and parents that were evident in their quality 

conceptualisation. Moss (2014) recognised the advantages of using stories to represent the 

development of opinions and insights into how participants conceptualised quality in this 

study. He suggested that “it is through stories – with their images and assumptions, their 

hopes and their fears – that ‘we weave reality’, giving meaning to the world, making sense 

of our experiences” (p.1). 

Principals, teachers and parents’ stories in this study were indirectly expressed in 

Chapter Seven’s discussion where it is proposed that the influence of neoliberalism played 

significant roles in the definition of the prescribed roles indicated by participants. 

Neoliberalism acted like the overarching factor that determined how participants made 
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decisions and choices that adhered to meeting neoliberal objectives for Singapore early 

childhood education. Participants’ story may be individually described in this study in 

accordance with their personal context and the elements undergirding participants’ 

definitions pointed back to neoliberal principles that shaped and steered quality 

conceptualisations. 

7.4 Summary 

This chapter provided a deeper insight into participants’ quality conceptualisation 

in three areas. The first area pointed to participants’ perception of quality early childhood 

education as the means to prepare children for life. Quality was redefined to form new 

understandings unique to these two Singapore kindergartens. Participants identified that 

the preparation of children for life meant the instilling of Confucian values in children’s 

learning and development through interaction, curriculum and the physical environment. 

Instead of the prescribed objective of quality early childhood education focusing on 

academic excellence, quality was defined as preparing children to meet life challenges. 

 The second area pointed to how children can be prepared for life through 

the kindergarten. The discussion used the two common themes highlighted by participants 

in Chapter Five to address the role of teachers and the kindergarten. Teachers were 

identified as playing one of the key roles to instil Confucian values in children. Instead of 

the teachers’ role of facilitation, teachers needed to role model and translate these values 

within the kindergarten environment. This shifted the traditional notion of teachers as 

facilitators towards a more active role of translating life skills to children.  

The third area highlighted the shift in the kindergarten as a quality space, to 

redefine the perspective of the kindergarten philosophy as attracting like-minded 

participants to the kindergarten space. The kindergarten philosophy was commonly 

perceived as a reflection of values and beliefs kindergartens believe in. This study took this 

definition to another level by addressing a different perspective from the role of 
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kindergarten philosophy to the active gathering of participants who believe in the 

translation of the kindergarten values to the children. This also shifted the notion of 

defining the kindergarten space towards a quality space that promoted active participation 

to accommodate the evolving nature of quality conceptualisation that was unique to each 

localised kindergarten. 

The next chapter will compare participants’ quality conceptualisation of preparing 

children for life with MOE’s Revised Kindergarten Curriculum Framework. The chapter 

will highlight the tensions that exist between the top-down approach towards the MOE’s 

Desired Outcomes on quality in Singapore kindergartens and participants’ quality notion of 

preparing children for life. The underlying tensions will lead discussions towards possible 

neoliberal influences on quality perceptions in Singapore kindergartens.  
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CHAPTER 8: MAKING CONNECTIONS BETWEEN PARTICIPANTS’ QUALITY   

CONCEPTUALISATIONS AND MINISTRY OF EDUCATION QUALITY 

INITIATIVES IN SINGAPORE 

8.1 Introduction 

In Chapter Seven, the key features and implications of the two themes of preparing 

children for life through the development of life skills and the kindergarten as the promoter 

of instilling values in children, were discussed in detail. Two key features were highlighted 

as important considerations that influenced participants’ quality conceptualisations of 

developing life skills in children. These two key features focused on the reflection of 

participants’ past experiences and personal belief and the situated context of Confucian 

principles.  The kindergarten was also identified to contribute to preparing children to 

develop life skills through the role modelling of teachers and the gathering of like-minded 

participants through the kindergarten philosophy. The chapter ended with perceiving the 

kindergarten space as moving beyond the physical space to include the active participation 

of participants towards an evolving quality conceptualisation within the kindergarten.  

This chapter answers to the first secondary research question by attempting to make 

connections through comparisons made between participants’ quality conceptualisation 

and MOE’s quality initiatives. Section 8.2 addresses the common quality features in the 

two kindergartens. The discussion continues to highlight the issues that are raised between 

participants’ quality conceptualisations and MOE’s Desired Outcomes of Preschool 

Education in sections 8.2.1-8.2.3. Section 8.3 continues to elaborate on the conflicts that 

arise as the result of differences in the rationale in quality understandings. The discussion 

focuses on the differences in the areas of: the emphasis MOE placed on the role of the 

teacher and participants’ perception of the teacher, the impact of neoliberal policies on the 

economic development of Singapore, the neoliberal influences on parents’ choice of 

kindergartens, the neoliberal structure on the roles of the principal and teacher and the 
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impact of neoliberal underpinnings and participants’ quality conceptualisations. These 

conflicts are discussed in sections 8.3.1-8.3.5. Section 8.4 concludes the chapter by 

suggesting that the conflict of MOE’s quality initiatives and participants’ quality 

conceptualisations point to the push and pull effects of quality conceptualisations within 

the two Singaporean kindergartens.  

8.2 Addressing the common quality themes in two Singaporean kindergartens 

The two themes highlighted in Chapter Six and discussed in Chapter Seven were 

used to elaborate on the implications of participants’ quality conceptualisations. In this 

section, the comparison between participants’ quality perspectives and the MOE’s 

objectives for Revised Kindergarten Curriculum Framework were discussed based on the 

two themes in areas like preparing children for life skills, the role of the teacher and the 

kindergarten as quality spaces to promote quality development. The discussion is based on 

MOE’s Desired Outcomes of Education in the Revised Curriculum Framework and the 

comparisons made with participants’ quality conceptualisations.  

The conflicting perspectives held by participants in the area of Confucian values 

and the MOE’s focus on Desired Outcomes of Early Childhood Education pointed to how 

their quality conceptualisations were situated in differing quality waves. Participants’ 

quality conceptualisation of Confucian values reflected quality perspectives that were 

situated at the third wave, reflecting multiple quality perspectives of individuals within 

each kindergarten context. The MOE’s quality imperatives in the Revised Curriculum 

Framework is situated in the second quality wave where the implementation of regulations 

and policies controlled and steered quality development in kindergarten settings.  

The situating of participants’ quality conceptualisations towards preparing children 

for life and MOE’s Desired Outcomes of children’s development towards preparation for 

mainstream education and its contributing to being a productive citizen, suggested the 

fluidity of quality conceptualisations. Quality conceptualisations were perceived as moving 



244 

up and down the three waves mentioned in Chapter Two’s literature discussion, depending 

on popular perspectives that governed specific time and space. Discussion in this section 

also highlighted the flexibility of perceiving quality conceptualisations in their context and 

multiplicity. 

8.2.1 Preparing children for life through Confucian values.  Earlier in Chapter 

Seven, participants pointed to quality early childhood education as children preparing for 

life skills through the development of Confucian values in their early years. Participants 

focused on the development of Confucian values as a process of observing, instilling and 

applying of life skills in their learning journey. Participants in their conceptualisation of 

quality, did not mention directly or make relation to MOE’s Desired Outcomes of 

Education in Children. However, participants placed emphasis on quality as a process 

rather than an outcome-oriented journey.  

Susan shared about her process of developing as a person. She indicated: “..I tell 

you now patience is a virtue, I tell you now you need to be an upright person, having the 

biggest car doesn’t make you happy. But if you’re a loving person, if you know how to you 

into people or you know how to forgive, you know how to say thank you, it makes you a 

happier person. So it’s probably childhood, the growing up portion, does play a part. I 

guess it’s the experience as the person grows up that actually moulds the person into what 

the person is”. Eileen indicated the importance of playing and spending time with children. 

She added: “…I think they the children actually learn a lot through play and so, and you 

just spend time with them, even if you’re doing nothing, knowing that you’re there...” 

Eileen also went on to state that this may not be the case for teachers at the kindergarten. 

She said: “I’m sure these are all very good and noble but I don’t think they actually do it. I 

mean they’re very successful in achieving the process rather than outcomes. I mean they 

always say this all the time, process rather than outcomes, but I’m sure being a 
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Singaporean society, they still want to have the right outcome come out of it because that 

makes it easier to learn something..”.  

Eileen’s comments about the right outcome drew attention to the MOE’s Desired 

Outcomes of Preschool Education stipulated in their Revised Kindergarten Curriculum 

Framework. The MOE Desired Outcomes of Preschool Education focused on four main 

features and the kindergartens were expected to ensure children develop to be a confident 

person, a self-directed learner, an active contributor and a concerned citizen (Minstry of 

Education, 2012). As presented in Chapter Two, the Desired Outcomes of Education was 

the basis of underlining objectives aimed at raising quality standards, shaping curriculum 

development and the measurement of quality in Singapore kindergarten settings. 

7.2.1.1 Effects of MOE’s Desired Outcomes of Education on quality objectives. 

The MOE’s four main competencies of Desired Outcomes of Education stated in the 

earlier section directly influenced the kindergarten space as a place of educating children 

and providing holistic quality education. This was suggested by the similarities between 

how participants defined their specified roles at the kindergarten in Chapter Six and how 

the MOE defined participants’ stipulated roles of principles, teachers and parents in the 

kindergarten. Participants’ similar perspectives of defining their roles at the kindergarten 

highlighted the MOE’s role as a gatekeeper in the Singapore quality context (Raban, Ure & 

Waniganayake, 2003).  

Participants’ similar perspectives of their roles at the kindergarten also suggested 

that principals and teachers’ roles as followers indicated their entrenchment in modernist 

truths about quality and meeting the expectations of MOE’s Desired Outcomes of 

Preschool Children (Cannella & Bloch, 2006). Karen, the principal of Kindergarten One’s 

response to the Minimum Preschool Teacher Qualifications, believed in the difficulties of 

the government and the minimum teacher qualifications stipulated by MOE’s policy. She 

pointed to her opinions about the minimum qualifications of teachers: “I’m thinking the 
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minimum requirement is a bit low but having said that I understand fully the minimum 

requirement that the government has set is dependent on the quality of the teaching staff. 

You cannot reach higher than the quality of your teaching staff isn’t capable of getting 

children further than the minimum”.  

This notion of acceptance towards quality initiatives developed by MOE was 

similar to what Eileen and Jarry pointed to as the expectations of societal undertakings in 

determining quality standards. Eileen and Jarry’s societal perspectives explained this 

understanding of quality standards by making reference to outcomes and paper 

qualifications to measure quality. Eileen shared: “..being in a Singapore society, they still 

want to have the right outcome come out of it...” Jarry extends this perspective of quality 

standards by explaining: “…in a paper based world like Singapore, it has to come with 

paper qualifications because that’s the only supposedly objective way of determining 

whether a person is ready”. The societal underpinning suggested what Viruru (2006) 

described as “constructing human beings within limited life trajectories and paths” (p.51). 

Teachers were perceived as technicians who were fully equipped with knowledge and 

qualifications to achieve desired outcomes of children (Moss, 2006). 

8.2.2 Understanding the kindergarten as quality spaces of interpreting 

kindergarten philosophy. With the MOE’s progressive truth towards achieving capitalist 

outcomes, the participants’ definition of quality as the means of interpreting kindergarten 

philosophy would be more complex and difficult to quantify. Participants suggested 

earlier, in Chapter Seven, that they would like to see the conversion of kindergarten 

philosophy into practice and the consideration of values being modelled by teachers. These 

perspectives challenged the Desired Outcomes of the MOE and questioned the 

kindergarten as a space of translating values. Jarry and Jan, parents in Kindergarten One 

suggested that they needed the kindergarten environment to be “..not to different from 
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home and there is continuation..” and “..it’s instinctive to see whether some things match 

and if I can I like to see the school in action...”.  

Participants’ responses to the interpretation of kindergarten philosophy suggested 

the need to consider the kindergarten taking up the responsibility of developing the 

kindergarten philosophy as part of the kindergarten culture. Jarry and Sara’s responses of 

“continuation” and “match” pointed to the emphasis parents placed on the interpretation 

of the kindergarten philosophy. These participants’ perspective emphasized the consumer 

dominated perspective on what was needed to be considered as important quality feature in 

kindergartens. Joey, teacher of Kindergarten One pointed to this perspective by saying: “A 

lot of schools from what I heard have said that sometimes they are dictated by parents”. 

This could be attributed to the privatised nature of Singapore early childhood landscape 

where kindergarten as spaces were differentiated based on the kind of education children 

would receive.  

From the MOE’s perspective, kindergartens as spaces reflected sites of power 

controlled by regulatory policies to account for the effectiveness of quality on children’s 

lifelong learning and development (Fenech & Sumsion, 2007a). This perspective differed 

from participants’ definition of kindergarten as spaces of translating kindergarten 

philosophy as a quality feature. Kindergarten philosophy was not only a space for 

providing education services; it was also a space for conversing, interpreting and 

developing values in children. By stipulating kindergartens as spaces for educating young 

children based on the Desired Outcomes of Preschool Education, kindergartens may miss 

out on the opportunity to explore values of kindergarten philosophy and be reflective about 

what these values meant to principals, teachers and parents. This perspective was in 

conflict with what participants perceived as quality through the interpreting of kindergarten 

philosophy into practice. These conflicts were related to the role of neoliberal influences 
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undergirding societal underpinnings and perceptions of the role of teachers and principals. 

The discussion of these conflicts would be discussed in more details in section 8.3. 

8.2.2.1 Kindergarten philosophy as the means of gathering like-minded 

participants. The translating of kindergarten philosophy into practice pointed to 

participants’ quality conceptualisations as fluid and multiple gathered at a common 

kindergarten space. In Chapter Seven, the kindergarten space as a gathering of participants 

with similar perspectives pointed to kindergartens as more than a physical space, educating 

children towards the preparation for life. This represented a shift towards perceiving 

quality as multiple in nature, the recognition of the fluidity of quality conceptualisations in 

different contexts. Dahlberg, Moss and Pence (1999) described this process of participants’ 

quality conceptualisations as, “the world is always our world, understood or constructed by 

ourselves, not in isolation but as part of a community of human agents, and through our 

active interaction and participation with other people in that community” (p.23). 

The MOE perceived the kindergarten space as a physical space for educating young 

children. MOE’s Revised Kindergarten Curriculum Framework focused on the role of 

teachers in developing children’s learning dispositions like perseverance, reflectiveness, 

appreciation, inventiveness, sense of wonder and curiosity and engagement (Ministry of 

Education, 2012a).  The learning dispositions laid the foundation towards the Desired 

Outcomes of Preschool Education. In other words, the kindergarten space was perceived as 

a space of education and achieving objectives as stipulated by the MOE. 

The differing perspectives of the purposes of kindergartens highlighted how 

participants’ quality conceptualisations were value-laden rather than focused on MOE’s 

measurable quantifiable outcomes. This distinct difference between participants’ and 

MOE’s quality conceptualisations point to varied fluidity of quality and the multiplicity of 

quality as a concept in different contexts and spaces. The recognition of multiplicity in this 

study suggest that quality is not only an individual concept; quality include the political 
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and social ideas that connect to values and beliefs that shape quality understandings and 

expectations. These political and social confines change overtime and they vary in 

accordance to the evolution of values and purposes (Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 2005; 

Rogoff, 2003). The study indicates that quality conceptualisations have moved beyond the 

technical definition of quality especially with parents where experts know, tell and offer 

solutions to be worked on and the compliance to follow through (Moss, 2014). Instead the 

kindergarten space and kindergarten philosophy are the reflections of participants’ values 

and choice of quality standards that are unique to their experiences. 

8.3 Addressing the conflicts between MOE’s Desired Outcomes of Preschool 

Education and participants’ expectation to prepare children for life 

The earlier discussion in Chapter Seven about participants’ perspectives on societal 

underpinnings, like the Singaporean way of accounting for quality through paper 

qualifications and the focus on children’s learning outcomes, points to the attribute of 

quantifying and raising the quality standards in early childhood settings. These societal 

underpinnings distinctively indicate the conflicts existing between the stipulated top-down 

MOE Desired Outcomes of Preschool Education and participants’ perspective of children 

developing life skills. The differences in perspectives open up the discussion on the 

regulated policies and their influence on participants’ quality expectations at the 

kindergarten.  

As discussed in 8.2, participants describe the role of the teacher as actively 

contributing to working with the values participants believe are necessary for children in 

their development of life skills. Karen, principal of Kindergarten One shared from her 

belief about learning about life in early childhood settings: “…we try to explain to the 

children what quality of life is although that’s generally what it is we run school, like we 

would run, explain to the children how life can be run..”. Susan, parent of Kindergarten 

One extended this perspective by adding: “I think the important thing in early childhood is 
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the kid knowing what is right and wrong (sic)”.  The conflict was evident because the 

MOE focused on the regulated perspective of perceiving quality in the form of Desired 

Outcomes instead of participants’ focus on quality as the means to develop the whole 

person through values development. Sara explained the conflict that existed between 

societal expectations and her expectations through following and being told what to do. 

She shared: “…before we even knew how to think, it was really drummed into us. So when 

you are a bit unconscious, you will go around, you are going around the same routes”. 

Sara’s perspectives of Singapore societal underpinnings suggested that MOE’s 

Revised Curriculum Framework stipulated standardised perceptions towards the role of the 

teacher in contributing to increasing quality standards. The role of teacher was designed to 

achieve nationalistic objectives through defined roles in educating young children towards 

learning and development. However, Gina and Susan described that their experiences and 

passion provided inner motivation in carrying out the role of the teacher more effectively 

compared to stipulated descriptions by the MOE. Gina, teacher of Kindergarten Two, 

stated that experiences played a greater role in her practice by stating: “..what we study on 

paper is never the same when it comes to classroom environment”. Susan, parent at the 

same kindergarten shared that passion was more important than experience as “..a teacher 

is cultivating your next generation. And to me, not only you (the teacher) has to make sure 

she learns what she needs to learn in her syllabus, but the 50% of the time, you must make 

sure, is the effort that she needs to put in, or to tell her that you have the potential you can 

go further”. Participants’ perspectives on quality features that define the role of the teacher 

pointed to the multiple perspectives involved to necessary raise the effectiveness of 

teachers at the kindergarten, supporting the argument here for the possibility of 

kindergarten as a space for negotiating quality features of teachers. 

Participants’ perspectives on defining the quality features that constituted the role 

of the teacher differs from the purpose of the MOE’s Revised Kindergarten Curriculum 
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Framework. The MOE’s Revised Kindergarten Curriculum Framework focused on 

updating “the scope and relevance of the principles that guide practices in the classroom in 

light of current educational developments and new research findings in early childhood 

education and care” (Minstry of Education, 2012a, p.11). The focus on practices in the 

classroom indicated the characteristics of high returns on investment where the 

kindergarten was described as “assemblages of ‘human technologies’ believed to ensure 

delivery of predetermined outcomes” (Moss, 2014, p.22). The early childhood setting is 

“the technical solution to some of our most immediate problems and anxieties…” (Moss, 

2014, p.3).  

MOE’s definition of kindergartens as educational spaces meant that parents and 

children were not active contributors in influencing the kindergarten’s quality definition 

and curriculum designed in early childhood settings. Rather teachers were the direct 

observers, facilitators and evaluators in the curriculum developed in early childhood 

settings. This was evident in how teachers were charged with the main roles of meeting the 

objectives of Desired Outcomes of Education and working with parents, the community in 

the provision of quality education to young children (Minstry of Education, 2012a). The 

MOE’s perspective of directing teachers towards predetermined outcomes limited the 

development of teachers’ professional identity and reflected on the limited trust placed on 

teachers’ ability to define quality standards in Singapore (Logan & Sumsion, 2010; 

Overton, 2009; Woodrow, 2007). Mayer, Mitchell, MacDonald and Bell (2005) 

recommended the negotiation of teachers’ roles between teachers and MOE would work on 

improving current early childhood quality policies. Participants’ multiple perspectives on 

quality features contributing to teacher’s roles also supported the necessity of discussion 

and negotiation of perspectives rather than a technical notion of teacher’s roles. 

8.3.1 Extending the conflict relating to the role of teachers and participants’ 

quality conceptualisations. The role of the teacher was emphasized by participants as one 
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of the quality features in the kindergarten to promote life skills in children. In making a 

comparison between MOE’s quality policy initiatives and participants’ perspectives of 

quality, the evidence supported a further looked into the values that stipulated the role of 

teachers as a facilitator of children’s interest and development and participants’ 

perspectives of teachers as role models of values. 

MOE’s focus on the role of the child differs from participants’ perspectives of 

focusing on values-related quality indicators and the translation of these values to help 

children to live well. As discussed earlier, participants’ extension of teachers’ 

characteristics to include values differed from the Ministry of Education Revised 

Curriculum Framework where teachers were expected to prescribe to the developmental 

outcomes stipulated by the framework. The MOE developmental outcomes focused on the 

teacher as the main facilitator for providing children with the opportunity to support 

children’s interest and interaction through a holistic environment. 

The new Kindergarten framework reinforced the stipulated roles of the teachers by 

providing teachers with a recommended tool (iTeach Principles) to help teachers move 

towards raising quality standards at the kindergarten (see Table 8.1)(Minstry of Education, 

2012a). 

Table 8.1 

Ministry of Education iTeach Principles 

 

integrated approach to learning 

Teachers as facilitators of learning 

engaging children in learning through 

purposeful play 

authentic learning through quality interactions 

children as constructors of knowledge 

holistic development 
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The iTeach principles were developed based on theories related to Joeyhn Dewy, 

Lev Vygotsky, Johann Pestalozzi, Marilyn Fleer, Iram Siraj-Blatchford, Kathy Sylva, and 

Renate Nummela Caine and Geoffrey Caine (Minstry of Education, 2012a).  

MOE’s Revised Kindergarten Framework was reinforced by objective and 

quantifiable studies that supported the benefits of classroom quality and teacher’s self-

efficacy (Guo, Piasta, Justice, & Kaderavek, 2010), teachers’ qualifications (Mims et al., 

2008; Scarr, Eisenberg, & Deater-Deckard, 1994) and improved children learning 

outcomes like literacy through positive interactions (Ponitz, Rimm-Kaufman, Grimm & 

Curby, 2009). 

MOE Desired Outcomes of Education and Key Stage Outcomes of Preschool 

Education pointed to the development of character building values like confidence, ability 

to know right from wrong, the ability to relate to others and learning dispositions like 

perseverance, sense of wonder and curiosity, reflectiveness. These values were considered 

to be the skills children developed in the process of children’s experiences in educational 

settings (Ministry of Education, 2012a). However, participants related to the development 

of social-emotional skills and developing the child’s potential as the main focus of early 

childhood outcomes. Sara, parent of Kindergarten One expressed: “It’s one that takes into 

account each child, how they are. And the entire child, their own personal learning styles, 

the personalities….it’s helping the child to be your best self, be as best self and being as 

potential and how do you, how do you encourage that in the development of the potential 

of the child…”. Vee, teacher of Kindergarten Two highlighted similar perspectives on 

children’s learning process by saying: “…the whole process of their learning is much more 

important than the outcome because different children learn at different abilities…” 

Parents depicted these skills as “sticking to them for life” and “fundamental”, 

confidence as the foundation to be established in preschool education. Jarry shared the 

basis of early childhood education that established children’s lifelong skills. She shared her 
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perspective about the role of teachers in establishing the basis for children to learn about 

values: “…children are like blank canvas, whatever or whoever they are, they accept you 

for who you are, so it helps for the kids to see how genuinely passionate you are, about 

helping them, about teaching them, about imparting knowledge, not just about work but 

about life in general”.  

Parents’ responses were linked to their perception of preschool education and the 

kind of education they would like for their children. Parents related to these life values as 

learning about life and learning about being more humane. Susan shared her perspectives 

about life skills: “..I tell you now patience is a virtue, I tell you now you need to be an 

upright person, having the biggest car doesn’t make you happy. But if you’re a loving 

person, if you know how to you into people or you know how to forgive, you know how to 

say thank you, it makes you a happier person. So it’s probably childhood, the growing up 

portion, does play a part. I guess it’s the experience as the person grows up that actually 

moulds the person into what the person is”. This possible shift in parents’ perspectives 

from academics towards more value related social-emotional development qualities may 

suggest a change in focus towards more lifelong skills than immediate outcomes. This was 

supported by parents in this study from Kindergarten One where lifelong skills were 

indicated as important quality features to prepare children for adulthood in both phase one 

and phase two findings. 

Hoon (1994) and Ebbeck and Gokhale (2004) studies that reflected findings over a 

ten year period did not agree with parents’ views in this study about the shift away from 

more academics towards lifelong skills. Hoon (1994) and Ebbeck and Gokhale (2004) 

concluded that parents were more concerned about preparing their children for success in 

the mainstream education rather than looking at less academics to educate children at their 

early years. Sharpe (2000) described parents’ perspectives in preparing their children as 

“parents’ aspirations for their children in the meritocratic climate” (p.124). 
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Parents’ perspectives of quality process indicators within these two kindergarten 

suggested the possibility of a shift from a more academic approach towards more values-

based early childhood education. These perspectives could be attributed to parents’ higher 

qualifications emphasized in Chapter Four’s contextual background of participants and the 

possibility of clearer personal values about life in this study. More in-depth research into 

the relationships between parents’ educational qualifications and their personal values 

about life may provide more conclusive perspectives on their conceptualisation of quality.  

8.3.2 Role of neoliberal influences.  Conflicts arising from the difference 

between participants’ quality conceptualisations and MOE’s Desired Outcomes of 

Education suggested the influence of neoliberal policies underlining the development of 

both Singapore’s education system and Singapore’ societal beliefs. The impact and effects 

of neoliberal policies on rising conflicts were elaborated in stories represented by 

Singapore’s economic development, the influence on parental choices of kindergarten and 

how principals, teachers perceive their roles at the kindergarten. Moss (2014) indicated that 

stories communicated “reality, giving meaning to the world, making sense of our 

experiences” (p.1). In this context, the stories were represented by the discussion of how 

neoliberal policies played a contributing role in shaping quality conceptualisations and 

policy objectives. The stories intended to add context to the meaning associated with 

quality early childhood education. 

8.3.2.1 Societal underpinnings defined by neoliberal policies – Singapore 

economic developmental story. Neoliberal policies defined through the societal 

underpinnings like beliefs and values, can be explained through the Singaporean economic 

developmental story. The economic development story in Singapore opened with the 

introduction of Singapore education system as governing the purpose of education and the 

benefits education would reap for the individual and the nation. Sara, parent of 

Kindergarten One expressed that the purpose of education acted like the macro-economic 
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influence on how to education was used to achieve preconceived economic outcomes. She 

highlighted how the macro-economic influence resulted to cultural norms that developed 

expectations of parents’ decisions. Sara explained how she chose to manage macro-

economic influences and her personal beliefs, by saying: “I’m always very conscious that I 

need to think because I believe that our culture encourages non-thinking, it encourages just 

following, so I do find myself guilty of it”. Eileen, another parent in Kindergarten Two 

extended Sara’s acknowledgement of macro-economic influence by sharing the effects 

through her own experience. She indicated: “…people of my group and my generation tend 

to want to just follow”. 

Moss (2014) explained Sara’s mention of “non-thinking” and “just following” by 

pointing to the governmental notion of high returns and investment. He shared about the 

characteristics of high returns and investment:  

It’s a story of control and calculations, technology and investment. That, in a 

nutshell, goes like this. Find, invest in and apply the correct human technologies – 

aka ‘quality’ – during early childhood and you will get high returns on investment 

including improved education, employment and earnings and reduced social 

problems. A simple equation beckons and beguiles: ‘early invention + ‘quality’ = 

increased ‘human capital’ + national success (or at least survival) in a cut-throat 

global economy (p.3).  

Moss’s (2014) argument about quality and human capital could be explained by 

Singapore’s meritocratic society that emphasizes the focus on the developing of the nation. 

Karen, principal of Kindergarten One added: “I cannot deny that the academic level of 

Singapore is extremely high”. With no natural resources and a focus on its people to 

contribute to the competitiveness and development of the nation, the focus on educational 

policies were used as strategies to strengthen Singapore’s position in the 21st Century since 

the nation’s independence in 1965 (Lim & Tan, 1999). Educational strategies included 

survival-driven education (1965-1978), efficiency-driven education (1978-1997) and 
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ability –driven education (1997-present) that focused on meeting the demands of the 

competitive nature of the world economy (Lee, Goh, Tan & Frediksen, 2008).  

Since the focus on promoting ability driven education through the vision of 

Thinking Schools, Learning Nation in the late 1990s, schools were given the mandate to 

develop in students the notion of learning unceasingly and the benefits of learning 

throughout their lives (Lee et al., 2008). Learning was facilitated to allow children of 

“different abilities, interests and aptitudes” to develop to the fullest potential (Lim & Tan, 

1999, p.391). This was recognised to instil in students the right values necessary in this fast 

moving nature of economic development (Han, 2009).  

The introduction of the ability-driven education resulted to greater emphasis and 

expectations of parents towards children at all levels of education (Lee et al., 2008). Even 

though the vision of Thinking Schools and Learning Nation was implemented at the 

primary school level, the study of parents’ perspectives of early childhood education in 

other studies suggested parents’ anxiety to push their children towards preparing children 

to meet the rigorous process of mainstream education (Ebbeck & Gokhale, 2004; Sharpe, 

2000).  Jarry, parent of Kindergarten One explained that parents were expected to follow 

the norm set by the education system. She added: “In the Montessori, environment, 

because the focus is not on getting through all the steps or getting through all the processes 

but doing it at your own pace, so that the child is comfortable…unfortunately you may lose 

part of it when you get into regular school because of the environment..” 

The downward push of the Thinking Schools, Learning Nation vision was also 

identified in the Desired outcomes of Preschool Education highlighted in the Ministry of 

Education Revised Kindergarten Curriculum Framework where preschool children were 

expected to be prepared in the areas of values, social cohesion and the larger community 

(Minstry of Education, 2012a). This was reflected in how principals and teachers’ 

perspectives in the earlier section of this chapter also indicated that they recognised their 
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roles to prepare and develop children for mainstream education. Joey, teacher of 

Kindergarten One shared her experiences of parents’ expectations and how kindergartens 

adjusted to meet the expectations of parents, by adding that: “…parents are only after 

academics. A lot of schools from what I have heard, have said that sometimes are dictated 

by parents”. Jarry, parent of the same kindergarten added that the expectations of parents 

were the result of the education system. She indicated, “It’s how you play to the 

system…and there will be expectations in regular schools, more than anything else…” 

The Singapore government’s investment into education reflected the notion of high 

quality and their return on investment, neoliberalism in ensuring that the vision of Thinking 

Schools, Learning Nations were translated to reap the economic benefits and social well-

being in terms of maintaining harmony and progress in Singapore. The vision of Thinking 

Schools and Learning Nations acted like technologies to focus on developing structures for 

stakeholders to engage in the development of quality and meeting performance outcomes. 

This was suggested by Karen, principal of Kindergarten One who shared: “…the years’ 

progress, the expectations of the children, are lowering in age…” The push-down learning 

notion into the early years were considered to be the beginning of developing children in 

the technologically constructed assembly line. Sara, parent of same kindergarten explained 

the notion of meeting performance outcomes as: “…conditioned to think that, A leads to 

B”. Moss (2014) termed these technologies as a whole achieving specific desired outcomes 

by explaining that: “none of these technologies may be particularly effective but connect 

them up into an assemblage and you have a powerful machine. This is ‘high quality’ as 

short hand for technologies that will effect produce ‘predefined goals’ and is thought 

therefore to guarantee the high returns that justify initial investment” (p.23). 

The effects of the vision of Thinking Schools and Learning Nations was evident in 

the neoliberal expectations of consumerism to choose an early childhood education that 

best develop young children. Parents and principal and teachers’ stories told of the 
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intertwined neoliberal and personal values influencing their conceptualisation of quality. 

Their stories also told of how neoliberal controls and modernist views of high quality and 

investment were the result of continuous training where “lifelong learning, emphasising 

continuity from preschool to old age – replaces the school and continuous assessment” to 

meet the economic development of self (Dahlberg, & Moss, 2005, p.50). 

8.3.2.2 Nature of neoliberal influence on parental choices of kindergartens. 

The deconstruction of parents’ story about perceiving kindergarten as spaces for children’s 

experiences constituted more than the quality characteristics that led to quality attainment. 

The influence of the neoliberal effects was seen earlier in the discussion of the roles of 

parents as consumers where Singapore parents were given the choice to choose a suitable 

early childhood setting reflective of their personal values and beliefs.  

Parents of both kindergarten acknowledged their roles as consumers to select a 

suitable kindergarten that met their expectations of early childhood outcomes. Parents’ 

perspectives were reflected in how parents made constructive choices to meet their 

personal expectations of early childhood education. Sara, parent of Kindergarten One who 

was trained as a preschool teacher, was particular about the congruency of kindergarten 

philosophy to how teachers interacted with children and the physical environment. Sara 

shared: “I will visit the place, and see what the principal and the teachers are like, how they 

interact. If I can, I like to see them in action…” Eileen, parent of Kindergarten Two, 

focused on the transition process and the kindergarten environment that was similar to the 

home environment. She indicated that the current kindergarten she chose for her child is: 

 “...a happy place, somewhere where you want your child to spend like half a day or 

something. And also because it was very similar to where we were at, so in terms of 

transition for the child, it was not going to be so great a difference (sic)…” 

MacNaughton (2005, p.105) explained: 
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Education is about choices…Each of these choices is linked to a set of meanings 

about who a child is, what education is for and who should take decisions about 

what the child needs. Deconstruction can help us to confront those choices in the 

daily ideas, words and concepts we choose to use in early childhood studies.  

The neoliberal focus on the autonomous self to be responsible for their own 

progress and development was evident in how parents perceived these kindergartens as 

spaces that they believed were important for their children to develop in their early years. 

Parents were consumers in the privatised early childhood Singapore landscape where their 

expectations and aspirations were met with economic notion of providing quality early 

childhood experiences for their children’s well-being. In this study, findings reflected 

parents’ expectations about how to provide children with the best environment to develop 

their potential, well-being, develop life values that were similar to home and give the 

steering necessary to direct children in the right direction. The notion of preparation for life 

as the objective of a kindergarten space added to the complexity notion of quality as the 

means to represent the multiple parental expectations and their personal values, beliefs. 

The kindergarten space as a physical space to prepare children in the early years 

was not a new perspective in the meritocratic Singapore society. The meritocratic nature of 

Singapore society as the means to serve “economics, social and political ends” aimed at 

bringing social cohesiveness and national identity to the multicultural society (Han, 2009, 

p.102). The development of national identity and social cohesiveness were exercised in the 

empowerment of parents with choice to select kindergartens that best meet the needs of 

children. Parents were left to rely on their rational principles to meet the personal 

economic aspirations of parents (Ang, 2006; Ebbeck & Gokhale, 2004). This emphasized 

the social and cultural practices that were actively inherent in the fabric of Singapore early 

childhood education that shaped parents’ conceptualisation of quality as preparation for the 

future (Ang, 2006, 2014b).  
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Drawing from phase one online questionnaire, all participants’ responses from 

Kindergarten One indicated that they believed that governmental policies and societal 

influences did not control their definition of quality. Participants’ responses suggested that 

they would rather believe that it was their own personal beliefs and values that influenced 

their quality conceptualisation rather than subjecting to external influences (Ebbeck & 

Gokhale, 2004; Sharpe, 2000). Participants’ responses pointed to the neoliberal tendencies 

of individuals equipped with choices that influenced the way participants perceived of their 

own decisions and choices (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005). This also reflected neoliberal 

principles of autonomy and freedom participants possessed to design their own lifestyle 

(Davies & Bansel, 2007).   

Participants’ responses from Kindergarten Two to the influences of governmental 

policies and society reflected deferring results to Kindergarten One. Participants 

recognised the influence of both governmental policies and societal influences as means 

that influenced their definitions of quality. Participants’ responses could be explained by 

both neoliberal controls and their personal beliefs. Earlier in the discussion of parental 

choices, parents reflected their need to select kindergartens that reflected their personal 

values. It was evident that parents’ personal beliefs directed and steered their definition of 

quality and the kind of kindergarten they would like their child to attend. Eileen, the parent 

in Kindergarten Two indicated: “…there is still pressure and you perceived that in this day 

and age, the pressure is even greater. So you want to make sure that the pressure doesn’t 

start now at this young age”.  

The neoliberal influences in Kindergarten Two were more explicit compared to the 

Kindergarten One. The kindergarten philosophy focused more on structured driven 

environment compared to Kindergarten One. This was evident in how parents described 

the Kindergarten Two. Eileen made reference to the Kindergarten Two’s mission statement 

saying: “I’m sure these are all very good and noble but I don’t think they actually do it. I 
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mean they’re very successful in achieving the process rather than outcomes. I mean they 

always say this all the time, process rather than outcomes but I’m sure being a Singaporean 

society, they still want to have the right outcome come out of it because that makes it 

easier to learn something I guess”.  

Participants in Kindergarten Two may recognise the influence of social and cultural 

practices as influences in their responses in phase one online questionnaire. But Eileen’s 

responses about selecting a kindergarten that was similar to the home environment pointed 

to her personal orientation of providing a happy kindergarten experience for her child as an 

overriding decision in perceiving how the kindergarten was perceived as a physical space. 

Eileen said: “I shouldn’t just pick the first school I see, but it just felt right, it felt like a 

happy place”.  

The findings pointed to the reflection of neoliberal principles in action as 

participants choose to make a choice based on their personal values and beliefs. 

Participants’ choice represented their autonomous choice based on their children’s interest 

and abilities. Neoliberal principles were reflected in how participants perceived that their 

choice was reflective of their own decisions rather than the influence of pressures from 

society. Davies and Bansel (2007) explained that active choice was perceived as natural in 

the neoliberal context of social consumption and the responsibility of being an 

entrepreneur.  

Parents’ responses to choice concern two areas – their perception of kindergarten as 

a physical space and the notion of the kindergarten space consisting of multiple 

perspectives about quality. Parental perception of their choice was one level of perceiving 

kindergarten as a physical space that provided education for young children and meeting 

preparatory goals for future education. This perception served the purpose of meeting their 

neoliberal goals of responsibility. This is contrary to parents’ reflection on the active 

choices of choosing suitable kindergarten spaces for their children and working at their 
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chosen kindergarten. Each individual stakeholder brings their different personal values and 

beliefs to the kindergarten. In other words, the kindergarten space was perceived as space 

that gathered varied perspectives of individuals from different roles. 

Principal, teacher and parents worked to discuss and share information about 

quality within their kindergarten, leading to a better way of working with children. Joey, 

the teacher of Kindergarten One shared: “before we meet with the parents, we all sit down 

to discuss every child….there’s a lot of communication within the team”. Jarry, parent at 

the same kindergarten explained that parents also played a part in deciding on the level of 

participation they would like to share with teachers at the kindergarten. She said: “…it’s 

how much information you want to give up, like if there’s anything that’s major and it’s 

happening in the house or at home. I usually give Catherine a heads-up, just in case there 

are issues, behavioural issues that can surface along the way…” Moss (2005) identified the 

possibilities of these different personal values and beliefs as a relationship of meaning 

making with others.  

Participants’ partnership represented the sharing of information within the 

kindergarten leading to improved quality conceptualisation and the working with young 

children. Moss (2005)’s definition of quality as a relationship of meaning making shifted 

the conceptualisation of quality towards relationship with others through co-constructing 

new meanings of quality with others and recognising subjectivities. Parents’ perspectives 

seemed to suggest that the kindergarten space evolved into not just a physical space but a 

space for the gathering of similar personal values, beliefs by developing new quality 

possibilities, challenging the discourse of kindergarten as a place of education (Dahlberg et 

al., 1999; MacNaughton, 2005). 

However, findings reflected that parents’ response became more passive after the 

children were enrolled in the kindergarten. Parents accepted their roles as parent to the 

child and they do not interfere in the operations of the kindergarten or actively participant 
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in negotiating quality at the kindergarten space. Eileen showed respect for the teacher by 

saying: “I think I’m more old school. I’m kind of like the parent should hands off, and 

when you send your child to school, you hand your child to teacher knows what she’s 

doing…” Jarry, parent of Kindergarten One drew from her observation of the kindergarten. 

She shared her opinions that the kindergarten do not require help by pointing that: “…it’s 

the way they’ve set it out, that is they do welcome parents once in a while but otherwise 

they’re pretty self-contained and have their own curriculum to work through their own 

activities”.  

Parents’ perspectives suggest a reflection of cultural practices on a wider scale 

where neoliberal values steered participants towards specific ways of behaving, limiting 

their exploration of roles. The MOE’s revised Kindergarten Curriculum Framework do not 

suggest the active participation of parents in the kindergarten. Rather parents’ roles were 

limited to providing background information to teachers and support children’s 

experiences at home. This was the stereotypical cultural role of parents in Singapore 

supported by the Confucian principles underlying the distinct roles between parents and 

teachers. Parents were expected to respect the role of teachers and the kindergarten to 

educate their children. Eileen, parent of Kindergarten Two shared her respect for the role 

of the teacher. She explained: “I always thought a teacher was always right” and ….you 

hand your child to the teacher and you trust that the teacher will make the best of that, and 

the teacher knows what she is doing.” 

However, the raise in parental expectations of early childhood education to prepare 

children for mainstream education signified the increasing participation of parents and 

parental voice in their children’s education (Ministry of Education, 2008). Joey, teacher of 

Kindergarten One acknowledged the predominance of neoliberal driven influences on early 

childhood education. Joey summed up the discussion on the influence of neoliberal 

principles on individual’s objectives and choices by describing how parents focused on 
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achieving their own needs and wants: “….unfortunately I think the Singapore culture is 

quite a selfish one…because they are all looking after their own things. I mean their own 

objective – I think their own needs and achieving what they want.” 

8.3.2.3 Neoliberal structure on the roles of principal and teacher. The story of 

neoliberal structure continued from the suggestive role of parents by the MOE towards 

their influence on the roles of principals and teachers. Principals and teachers recognised 

their perceived roles and responsibilities at the kindergarten. This was suggested by 

principals and teachers’ recognition of the kindergarten space as an educational space 

where children learnt and developed their skills and potential. Principals recognised their 

role from a managerial perspective where they governed the operational aspects of the 

kindergarten like the translation of kindergarten philosophy into the kindergarten setting 

like the curriculum and translation of values to teachers. Karen, principal of Kindergarten 

One, believed in her role as a leader to ensure that the kindergarten philosophy were 

implemented. She added: “…the philosophy of the school I think the translation of the 

quality has to do with the leadership, yes and obviously yes it is all intertwined. If your 

head doesn’t believe in that then obviously you’re never going to have it….” Doris, 

principal of Kindergarten Two focused more on her personal experiences to determine her 

role as principal at the kindergarten. Doris’s personal experiences determined the 

importance placed on the recruitment of the teacher as part of her role as principal. Doris 

shared: “It’s the personality of the teacher, the interaction the teacher has with the child. So 

in terms of qualities of a teacher, I think that makes up, I would say, 80% to me the 

definition of quality early childhood education”. 

Teachers’ specific roles as facilitators to children’s learning and experiences were 

more distinct as teachers were aware of their ‘designated’ expectations at the kindergarten. 

Vee, teacher of Kindergarten Two indicated: “…I see them completely different from how 

I was as a child. The children today, they come in with a lot of pre-existing knowledge 
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about them, so how I would perceive them is I will not form a perception of them until I 

have gotten to know them better because there are different areas which we are stronger at 

and different areas in which they are weaker at.” Joey, teacher of Kindergarten One related 

to her role as facilitator based on the kindergarten philosophy by saying: “Don’t raise our 

voice to the children unnecessarily unless it’s really a danger thing, so we try to use our 

expression….the philosophy here is to enable the child, so to develop them further 

independence and to us every moment is a teaching moment”.  

Woodrow (2007) described principals and teachers’ quality perspectives as being 

shaped by regulatory policies like MOE’s Revised Kindergarten Curriculum Framework in 

creating the kindergarten space as a “pedagogical space” (p.236). MOE’s Revised 

Curriculum Framework positioned the way stakeholders like principals and teachers 

thought and conceptualised quality within the confined space of the kindergarten. This 

pointed to the narrowing of the role of teacher and principals to meet the stipulated Desired 

Outcomes of Preschool Education, suggesting control through neoliberal policies 

(Dahlberg et al., 1999; Davies & Bansel, 2007). Davies and Bansel (2007) described “the 

public service and school were early targets of this neoliberal ideology. The neoliberal 

management technologies that were installed included increased exposure to competition, 

increased accountability measures and the implementation of performance goals in the 

contracts of management” (p.254). This is suggested by Singapore Education Minister, 

Heng Swee Kiat’s (2014b) speech and general address to questions relating to the 

important roles of teachers and principals: 

The Singapore Teacher lifts up his students and helps them to fulfil their potential, 

continues to grow in his craft throughout his life, supports his fellow educators in 

their journey of growth, and does this all to build something bigger than himself  

(2014b). 

The neoliberal structure of Desired Outcomes of Preschool Education and MOE’s 

Revised Kindergarten Curriculum Framework were part of the high quality and investment 
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whereby quality was a means to improve the standards in early childhood education. The 

Revised Kindergarten Curriculum Framework provided neoliberal opportunities to 

kindergartens to use the curriculum framework as a benchmark to raise kindergarten 

standards. The choice to raise kindergarten standards through the use of desired outcomes 

of early childhood education and recommended iTeach principles provided the structure 

necessary for principals and teachers to achieve through the roles they played (Ministry of 

Education, 2012a). 

Hatch and Freeman (1988) suggested the possibility of teachers and principals 

experiencing tensions between their personal philosophies and those of kindergarten 

philosophy translated in the classroom. Since teachers and principals deferred in their roles 

at the kindergarten, their values of what was considered as quality indicators at the 

kindergarten also differed in how they implemented the kindergarten philosophy 

(Brownlee, Berthelsen, & Segaran, 2009). This suggested that teachers and principals’ 

definition of the kindergarten space as a quality indicator was still at the infancy stage 

where their conceptualisation of quality was within the confines of regulatory policies 

(Alexander, 2010). Since the quality journey of introducing more formal regulations like 

raising the minimum standards of teachers’ qualifications and the revision in 

Kindergarten’s Curriculum Framework took place formally within the last five years, it 

was not surprising that principal and teachers’ perspectives pointed to remaining within the 

regulatory confines of what was required to achieve quality early childhood education. 

8.4 Implications of neoliberal underpinnings on the connections between 

participants’ quality conceptualisation and MOE’s quality initiatives 

Addressing the MOE’s Desired Outcomes for Preschool Education and 

participants’ perspectives of values development in children’s early years highlighted 

neoliberal underpinnings as societal factors governing quality understandings, decision 

making and kindergarten choices. The notion of neoliberal values were subtly embedded in 
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the decision making process and societal underpinnings that shaped and governed the way 

participants perceived quality early childhood education. As discussed in the earlier 

sections, parents’ expectations and the voice of parents were increasing made known, 

suggesting parents were enacting their personal values and beliefs as individuals working 

towards their freedom of choice and their desire to create their own journey of 

achievement. 

The implications of parents’ expectation, parental voices and principals and 

teachers’ increasing awareness of MOE’s stipulated quality definition, marked the unique 

nature of quality in Singapore early childhood education. Parents who were driven by 

neoliberal principles of choice and consumerism in a predominantly privatised early 

childhood landscape were increasing making their perceptions of quality known in their 

own kindergarten context. Principals and parents who experienced the effects of MOE’s 

quality initiatives were only undergoing the beginning stages of  neoliberal structured 

aspects of stipulated quality and beginning to engage with what quality meant to their roles 

in the kindergarten context.  

8.4.1 Different stages of quality conceptualisation. The difference in quality 

progress and understanding between parents and principals and teachers pointed to the 

differing stages each of the participants were at in this study. Quality may be richly defined 

by parents using their personal values and beliefs. But principals and teachers were at the 

beginning stages of their quality journey and they would need some time to define and 

develop their personal quality values in a structurally quality defined environment. Next, 

the difference in quality progress between participants also pointed to conflict between 

participants’ freedom to define quality and stipulated quality definition by MOE. As 

discussed in the earlier section, this conflict led to the necessity to discuss and negotiate the 

roles of teachers and the definition of quality within kindergarten contexts.  Hill (2003) 

warned of the danger of teachers becoming too “intimately connected with the social 



269 

production of labour-power” where teachers equip students with skills, abilities and 

competencies necessary to express the capitalist labour process (p.4). 

8.4.2 Focus on localised quality perspectives.  The implications of the different 

quality progress of participants and their development of personal values of principals, 

teachers and parents suggested that quality conceptualisations differed within each 

kindergarten context. The differing perspectives of parent participant in Kindergarten One 

pointed to this different quality progress of participants. Sara, parent of Kindergarten One 

suggested that her child’s kindergarten reflected that no parent help was required. She said: 

“I’ve gone in to tell stories maybe twice in the last 3 years, that’s about it. She seems to 

have enough teachers and have everything that she doesn’t need parent participation. And I 

think if it’s run like that, it’s okay, for her field trips, she doesn’t really need parents a lot”. 

On the other hand, Karen, the principal of Kindergarten One perceived that parents were 

not active participants at her kindergarten. Karen explained her point of view: “You know, 

it’s really strange. We do invite people to come read to the children, we’re an open door if 

you would like to volunteer, sure, these are the things here and you can come in. They 

come once and they never come back”.  

The differing perspectives of parent and principal of Kindergarten One suggested 

the lack of communication in the opportunities for parents to participate in activities and 

the negotiation of parental roles between parent and principal at the kindergarten context. It 

was evident from Sara’s comments that she would not mind participating in kindergarten 

activities especially when her child suggested that she joined in. She said: “…I really 

would like to when (sic) my second daughter made a special request “Mummy, please 

come to my school”.  Sara explained that Karen usually arranged for a slot for her when 

she requested it. Sara’s perspectives that her child’s kindergarten would not require 

additional help was derived from the kindergarten’s curriculum. Sara indicated: “…it’s the 

way they’ve set it out, that is they do welcome parents once in a while but otherwise 
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they’re pretty self-contained and have their own curriculum to work through their own 

activities”. 

Kindergarten One’s example recommended the encouragement of more open 

communication between principals, teachers and parents to express their different quality 

perspectives about parent participation. Jarry, a parent of Kindergarten One explained that 

open communication between the kindergarten and parent developed long term benefits for 

the child. She indicated: “…the experience that you bring with you and the things that you 

learn through that 2 or 3 years of your life, it’s something that will stick for the rest of their 

lives….” Hagan, Austin and Mudaliar (2010) cited the benefits of raising the awareness of 

parent-teacher partnership and family partnerships which is often taken as a “debit based 

perspective” (p.141). The benefits of parent-teacher relationship led to a two-way process 

of “noticing, recognising, and responding to diversity and also acknowledgement of 

‘family capital”, establishing a collaborative relationship between teachers, parents and 

children and the development of a curricula that included families funds of knowledge 

(Hagan, Austin, & Mudaliar, 2010, p.141). 

However, the recommendation of more open communication and negotiation 

between the kindergarten and parents were not the focal point in MOE’s Revised 

Curriculum Framework. This was more focused on the role of the teacher, children’s 

learning experiences and meeting desired outcomes rather than on the kindergarten as a 

space of negotiation and discussion of multiple roles. Participants’ perspectives on quality 

suggested their willingness to actively participate in children’s learning experiences. 

Eileen, parent at Kindergarten Two pointed to kindergarten’s standardised perspective of 

parent participation. She added: “I’m think it’s kind of limited, going in to read a story or 

something like that, I think it just relieves the teacher of some, to give the teacher a little 

bit of free time, to do something else, because they just read a story or do some art 

project..”. Eileen contributed to the possibility of more spontaneous parent participation 
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that led to a contribution to children’s extended learning experiences by saying: “…my 

father owns a yacht, so the whole school goes on a field trip to the person’s yacht, which is 

kind of interesting. It’s impromptu, it’s spontaneous, more spontaneous and out of the 

ordinary and then you try and build in what the children have been learning into in, which 

actually quite useful, that kind of experiential”. 

8.4.3 Limited perspectives towards the kindergarten as a site for other 

possibilities.  Even though Eileen’s description was reflective of MOE’s Revised 

Curriculum Framework description of learning through play and developing what children 

learned through their interest, the Revised Curriculum do not include the active 

contribution of parental ideas in negotiating and developing an inclusive curriculum.  

According to Dahlberg and Moss’s (2005) description of preschools as ethics of encounter, 

the MOE do not perceived preschools as sites of negotiation of education occurring 

between adults and children and perceive the discovering of the possibilities as a matter of 

choice and ethics. The opportunities to explore possibilities between adults and children 

were limited to what was stipulated and defined as kindergartens as a space for education. 

Dahlberg and Moss (2005) would perceive the MOE’s concept of preschools as using a 

narrow perspective and neglecting the recognition of the existence of power relations and 

possibilities arising within different kindergarten contexts.  

The implications of MOE’s narrow perspective of preschools as sites of educating 

the young through a stipulated Curriculum Framework and Desired Outcome highlighted 

the limitations of neoliberal structures in controlling the boundaries of exploring beyond 

other educational possibilities. Jarry, a parent of Kindergarten One, explained how she 

managed the structured mainstream education by keeping with your values so that the 

education system would not erode what you wanted to get out of the system. She 

explained: “…you’ve sent your kid to a Montessori school, you are a certain kind, not 

because of the fact that you want to be differentiated but the fact that because of the values 
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that you hold, you hold dear to your heart, you have sent your children to these 

kindergartens because you believe in their quality and the holistic education of the kid, 

rather than the academia bit and it comes to that point, you tend to be, in the Singapore 

context, easier parent”. She continued explaining her views about managing the Singapore 

Education system:  

It’s how you play the system, that’s one and there will be expectations in regular 

schools, more than anything else, and for the parents that we know, who have gone 

through the same kindergarten, we feel that we will not (sic) cave in that much and 

yeah I honestly think that it’s a function of the fact that you can convince that this 

is the step to take for your kid. It will carry through for the rest of the education 

system. 

Fernandez (2009) also added that neoliberal policies dominant in a largely 

privatised early childhood environment, limit the address of social issues relating to 

inequality and the affordability of these private goods. Subsequently, neoliberal dominated 

environments reduced the considerations of other possibilities that reflected the evolution 

and shift in perspectives from principals, teachers and parents. This conflict in neoliberal 

environments were inevitable but participants’ responses suggested they were willing to 

stand by their values in the education of their children. Parents indicated that they liked to 

use their own personal values to perceive how their children should learn. 

In this study, participants signified that their personal values were important 

elements towards how they managed the structured education environment in Singapore. In 

the last paragraph, Jarry explained how she managed to work around the main focus on 

education and repositioned her values as the main basis for her children’s learning. This 

placed emphasis on the significance of the kindergarten space as a reflection of the 

kindergarten philosophy that was similar to her personal values. In other words, each 

kindergarten site had the potential to be highlighted as a space for the unique development 

of kindergarten practices and more collaboration with parents and children. This was 
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suggested by how parents made reference to the kindergarten philosophy as key to their 

choice of kindergartens as the way to translate their personal values and beliefs into 

children’s learning. 

8.4.4 The push and pull effect of conflicting quality perspectives. The 

conflicts arising from participants’ differing quality progress and MOE’s stipulated quality 

policies, and participants’ personal emphasis on their personal values as means to define 

quality, pointed to the ‘pulling’ and ‘pushing’ effects of quality perspectives moving 

towards different directions within each kindergarten context (Figure 8.1). The pulling 

effect represented MOE’s quality initiatives to align quality progress within kindergartens 

and across the early childhood setting through the Desired Outcomes for Preschool 

Children (Ministry of Education, 2014). The pushing effect was denoted by participants’ 

quality conceptualisations that positioned personal perspectives as personal and value 

laden within each kindergarten context. In this personalised quality perspectives, the push 

effect provides participants with the voice and space to articulate their personally 

constructed quality conceptualisations. 

 

Figure 8.1: Conflict of MOE quality initiatives and participants’ focus on their personal 

values: The push and pull effect towards quality conceptualisation 
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Recognising the pull and push factors existing within quality definitions in this 

study, brought to light how quality conceptualisations were complex and contradict the 

simple regulated notion of defining quality as achieving Desired Outcomes for Preschool 

Education.  These pull and push effects were evident in how MOE’s focus on their quality 

initiatives like the Revised Curriculum Framework, raising Minimum Preschool Teacher 

Qualifications and SPARK, propose to steer the early childhood industry towards more 

measurable quality outcomes (Moss, 2014).  

Despite the recognition of the push and pull effect of quality conceptualisation, the 

underlining neoliberal influences still steered participants’ quality conceptualisation 

towards meeting neoliberal objectives (Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 2005; Moss, 2014). The 

effects of neoliberal influences was evident in section 8.3.3.3 where the prescribed role of 

the kindergarten was limited to educational purposes rather than as sites for negotiating 

possibilities (Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 2005). Sections 8.3.2.2 and 8.3.2.3 also pointed to 

how the roles of principals, teachers and parents reflected the neoliberal practice of 

meeting neoliberal objectives and the freedom of the autonomous self to plan their own 

quality journey. The push and pull effects of power relations existing in quality 

conceptualisation within each kindergarten context would be discussed in the final chapter.  

8.5 Summary 

The chapter focused on the differences between participants’ quality 

conceptualisations and MOE’s quality initiatives. Through the use of the two themes 

highlighted in Chapter Five, the discussion focused on how MOE’s placed emphasis on the 

Desired Outcomes for Preschool Education while participants focused on their personal 

values as the basis of developing their quality perspectives. The discussion pointed to the 

conflicts that arose as the result of the comparison between MOE’s quality objectives and 

participants’ quality conceptualisations. The conflicts suggested neoliberal influences as 

the factors underpinning principal, teachers and parents’ roles at the kindergarten. Through 
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the identification of Singapore economic development story, neoliberal policies were 

identified as objectives driving economic development in the Singapore education. The 

implications of neoliberal influences may provide room for localised quality 

conceptualisations but neoliberal effects limited kindergarten as the site for further 

negotiation and possibilities. The discussion concluded with the representation of MOE’s 

quality initiatives and participants’ quality conceptualisations as the push and pull effects 

of quality perspectives within the kindergarten setting. 

In the next chapter, the push and pull effects of MOE’s quality initiatives and 

participants’ quality conceptualisations are discussed further. The next chapter discusses 

the complexity of power relations and neoliberal policies that aim at controlling and 

directing quality perspectives towards what Hill (2003) describes as pro-privatising that 

moves away from questioning social development towards the common good and active 

citizenship of promoting the welfare of others. Hill’s (2003) description is contrary to what 

Susan, parent of Kindergarten Two describes through her personal Confucian values that 

places emphasis on the consideration of others and the notion of contributing to a better 

place to live in. She indicates: “I don’t think of myself only, but I think of the people 

around me. I think that’s very important so that, you’ll be looking at more peace, less war, 

no fights, so I think to have this place, a better place to live in”. Quality conceptualisations 

will address the implications of these pull and push effects in the context of neoliberal 

intent and participants’ personal values identified in this study. 
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CHAPTER 9:  EMERGING SINGAPORE PARTICIPANTS’ PERSPECTIVES ON 

QUALITY EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION 

9.1 Introduction 

Chapter Eight addressed the connections between participants’ quality 

conceptualisations and MOE’s quality initiatives. Comparisons were made between the 

two based on the two themes in Chapter Seven and conflicting perspectives were 

discussed. Conflicts pointed to personal values and neoliberal objectives underpinning the 

two perspectives. The effects of neoliberal influences were emphasized as influencing the 

way participants’ quality conceptualisations were developed and their perceptions of 

kindergarten sites as possibilities and sites of negotiation. The two perspectives also 

suggested connections made through the pull and push effects working within kindergarten 

settings as the result of differing participants’ quality conceptualisations and MOE’s 

quality initiatives.   

Chapter Nine answers the second secondary research question of identifying the 

emerging contemporary Singapore perspectives of quality early childhood education. The 

chapter starts with the discussion that Singapore early childhood education is moving 

towards neoliberalism in section 9.2. Section 9.2.1 challenges neoliberal rationale in a 

Confucian laden Singapore context. The discussion of establishing the emerging 

contemporary Singapore quality perspectives continues to identify two power relations that 

emerge between participants’ quality conceptualisations and MOE’s quality initiatives in 

section 9.3. The recognition of governmentality made visible in Singapore quality initiated 

policies and neoliberal market capitalisation are highlighted in sections 9.3.1 and 9.3.2. 

Section 9.4 continues to discuss the influences of neoliberalism on the emerging quality 

perspective and explains how the emerging Singapore quality perspectives look like. 

Section 9.5 concludes with an alternative to narrow the gap by focusing on the 

kindergarten site as the negotiating new meanings of quality.   
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9.2 Singapore early childhood quality journey: Towards neoliberalism 

The shift of Singapore early childhood education towards neoliberalism gained 

more presence in the quality initiatives introduced since the introduction of Singapore 

Kindergarten Curriculum Framework in 2003 to the revision of the Curriculum Framework 

in 2012, the introduction of Minimum Preschool Teacher Qualifications and the voluntary 

Singapore Preschool Accreditation Framework (SPARK). The shift towards neoliberalism 

as the basis of education in Singapore pointed to the increasing neoliberal political 

underpinnings that governed, steered and controlled the way participants thought, felt and 

responded to issues pertaining to early childhood education (Hursh, 2005; Fitzsimons, 

2002). 

In the 1990s, the awareness of the need for early childhood education was 

heightened when education was perceived as the key to a better job and better life 

(Ortmann, 2009). The notion of education as the key to a better job and better life was 

evident in Hoon (1994) where a social phenomenon was identified as occurring in 

education. The social phenomenon provided educational opportunities for students with 

different aptitude and abilities to meet the increasing expectations of education to provide 

improved children’s educational outcomes. Hoon’s (1994) research of parents of ten 

kindergartens suggested that parental choice of kindergarten reflected parental expectations 

and aspirations for their children. 

The increasing social expectations and aspirations of parents could be attributed to 

the purpose the Singapore government placed on education in late 1960s as the means to 

survival and development of the small nation state (Gopinathan, 1997). As discussed in 

Chapter Two, the development of the Singapore education has seen its growth from a 

survival state towards a knowledge-based education in the 21st Century. In the process of 

education development in the 1980s, the Shared Values was a national ideology, developed 

based on “Asian values discourse”, were introduced by the government to reduce the focus 
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on materialism, towards a stronger national identity (Ortmann, 2009, p.31). The Shared 

Values were more group focus in nature over the emphasis on individualism (Ortmann, 

2009). This perspective suggested similarities towards principles of Confucianism where 

the focus was on “suppressing the self for the sake of social intentions” (Tan, 2012, p.459). 

With the similarities of the Shared Values reflecting Confucianism, the values of 

cohesiveness, tolerance, and harmony were instilled to develop racial harmony, social 

stability and respect for the multicultural context in Singapore (Tan, 2007). The purpose of 

Shared Values also reflected the attempt of the Singapore Government to deter the 

influence of the western values of individualism by reshaping focus away from national 

cohesiveness and the family as the pillar of the community and society (ibid). 

The influence of the Shared Values ideology may have evolved from the 1980s 

towards more progressive means to develop national identity in the challenging and 

competitive environment of the 21st Century. However, the underlining values of 

Confucianism were evident in how participants referred to these values of consideration for 

others and moral values as means of developing their personal values and beliefs. Parents 

of both kindergartens focused on the necessity to share similar values and beliefs as the 

kindergarten, the instilling of moral values in children through role modelling and their 

role as parents to cultivate morals development and example for their children. Susan, a 

parent at Kindergarten Two expressed:“….if you want your kid to learn properly, then you 

have to show an example to your kid” 

9.2.1 Challenges of neoliberal rationale in a Confucian laden Singapore 

context. Confucianism in its purpose of achieving consensus is contrary to the principles 

of neoliberalism. Neoliberal principles of individualism and the freedom to establish, 

develop and choose personal pursuits were direct opposites resisting the principles of 

Confucianism. Confucianism’s communal perspectives focus more on the common good 

of others by internalising and suppressing self-interest. The focus on the Desired Outcomes 
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for Education, aiming towards primary/secondary education is an example of Confucian 

principles embedded in the Singapore’s education. The four key characteristics of the 

Desired Outcomes for Education (confident person, self-directed person, active contributor 

and concerned citizen) placed emphasis on the individual’s communal contribution 

towards the common good of the nation (Ministry of Education, 2012a). Tan (2013) 

describes these characteristics as “communitarianism” where “individual’s values, 

behaviour and identity” are central to being part of a community (p.479). This Confucian 

perspectives that underline the basis of Singapore’s education system is in conflict with the 

neoliberal political agendas and the cultural underpinnings of responsibility and moral 

development, highlighted by findings. Thus, the shift towards neoliberal quality initiatives 

was faced with the challenges of power relations and its impact on local culture, the values 

that governed the way people thought, acted and felt.  

The practice of Confucian values and beliefs were evident in Chapter Seven in 

relation to how participants use these values and beliefs to make decisions, choose 

kindergartens and educate their children. Parents’ role as guardians placed emphasis on the 

benefits of inculcating moral values in children that benefit children’s lifelong 

development.  

The effective use of Confucian principles was reflected in participants’ views of 

what was important in quality conceptualisation. Susan, a parent at Kindergarten Two was 

an example a participant who highlighted the importance of moral values above academics. 

She related to Confucian principals and expected teachers to steer children towards correct 

behaviour. She shared that: “Teachers that are observant, able to point and direct, maybe 

not tell the kid what to do but to give pointers or to steer the kid in the correct direction”. 

Susan also shared her views on partnership with the kindergarten to ensure a child’s 

learning of moral values and social skills: “…I think it’s the responsibility of the educator 

as well as the support function at home, to make the learning a cycle, rather than you just 
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do yours (sic), we are just delivering the academic”.  Jarry, parent at Kindergarten One also 

placed emphasis on children learning similar values from home to the kindergarten. Jarry’s 

decision to complement children learning of values stemmed from her belief: “…I think 

the tenacity that the children build up along the way in kindergarten, as they are in control, 

(sic) it’s something that will stick with them for life. I think it’s fundamental…” As 

discussed earlier in Chapter Six, principals and teachers also focused on their roles as 

teachers (adults) to direct children towards directed outcomes, pointed to Confucian belief 

that adults have the responsibility to lead children towards the right path. 

Confucian principles were in direct conflict with neoliberal principles that 

emphasized on individualism and the ability to make responsible and effective decisions. 

Tan (2007) explained that the Singapore education system and Singapore nation building 

were built on Confucianism as the basis for maintaining tolerance and human relations in 

the Singapore multicultural context. Confucian values and beliefs also helped to establish 

the family as the pillar of society and the consideration of the community and society (Tan, 

2007). These Confucian considerations were reflected in the Desired Outcomes of 

Preschool Education where the focus on children’s development were in the areas of 

working with others and being responsible a citizen (Minstry of Education, 2012a).   

Tu (1989) pointed to the contradiction between Confucianism and individualism 

that was characteristic of neoliberalism. Tu (1989) explained that Confucianism focused on 

“traditional communities” where its principles emphasize on “self-cultivation, family 

cohesiveness, social stability and government leadership” (p.87). Huang and Gove (2012) 

described Confucianism as “a complex set of ethical and moral rules…forming the norms 

of social morality which influence the culture in personal, familial and social relationships” 

(p.10). 

Comparing Confucian principles to neoliberal principles of individualism and 

responsibility, this contradicted the emphasis placed on making responsible, effective 
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decision-making contributing to personal and individual pursuits to the notion of families, 

society and the community. This paradox was evident in how parents in this study focused 

on the importance of instilling Confucian personal values in children’s early years and 

their quality conceptualisation of children’s process of learning, interaction with teachers 

as means of developing. The element of personal values represented parents’ personal 

choice and beliefs. Yet these values and beliefs reflected Confucian principles of being 

responsible as an adult in directing and steering children towards the right direction. 

The paradox that existed between Confucianism and neoliberalism suggested the 

integration of these two concepts into participants’ perception of quality. Definitions of 

quality were perceived as personal, individualistic and not influenced by government 

policies and society. Yet quality conceptualisation included Confucian practices and 

beliefs that framed how participants perceived as necessary in a quality kindergarten. With 

the shift of Singapore early childhood regulations and policies shifting towards 

neoliberalism, this integration of Confucianism and neoliberalism required 

acknowledgement in this study to highlight the complexity involved in quality 

conceptualisation and the changing societal factors that influenced participants’ 

perspectives of quality. MacNaughton (2005) acknowledged this complexity of knowledge 

and how “all knowledge is biased, incomplete and linked to the special interests of specific 

groups of people” and recognised that “our world is inherently and inevitably contradictory 

rather than rational” (p.22).  

The recognition of the paradox between neoliberal and Confucian principles 

suggested quality was not instrumental and rational in the Singapore context. As the early 

childhood policies began to shift towards neoliberalism, the consideration of quality 

conceptualisation as universal would only overlook the conflicts and emerging paradoxes 

that challenged the rational view of the implications of quality. This awareness of conflicts 

and paradox were necessary to develop Singapore quality initiatives in kindergarten and 
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allowed the development of more localised practices within kindergarten (Moss, 2005). 

The move away from the technical perspective of quality established Singapore unique 

conceptualisation of quality. As Raban, Ure and Waniganayake (2003) suggested that this 

move away from technical quality perspective moved away from the notion of individuals 

as gatekeepers towards the welcoming notion of “knowledge and expertise of others as we 

work together to enhance each child’s development” (p.73). Moss (2014) supported this 

notion of “contestability and provisionality of all decisions” by describing this process as 

“renewed and revived formal democracy” where collective stories are constructed to 

promote critical reflection and respect (p.120).    

9.3 Two main power relation concepts emerging between participants’ quality 

conceptualisations and MOE’s quality initiatives 

The shift towards neoliberal regulations to raise quality standards in Singapore 

kindergartens was suggested in Chapter Eight as conflicting to participants’ quality 

conceptualisation in this study. The use of the pull and push effects represented analogies 

that described the neoliberal implications on quality perspectives in Kindergarten One and 

Kindergarten Two. 

The pull effect represented MOE’s quality initiatives that focus on developing a 

structured quality environment for kindergartens through the stipulated Desired Outcomes 

of Preschool Education and quality policies to improve quality standards of teachers and 

kindergarten management. The push effect provided the analogy of participants’ quality 

conceptualisation that emphasized on the values development of children in their early 

years rather than solely on the stereotyped Singapore perspective on the importance of 

academic development. The push effect characterized the pushing away from instrumental 

and rational perspective of quality, to represent their personal and cultural perspective of 

quality. 
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The pull and push effects indicated opposing external perspectives that resulted to 

the implementation of regulations and standards on kindergartens. The pull effect acted 

like the representation of participants’ personal values and beliefs that intend to indicate 

the unique cultural context of individual perspectives. The pull and push effects also 

signified conflicts that emerged as factors that aimed at characterising the power struggles 

that participants faced in the neoliberal climate.  

 Two power relation concepts emerged from the shift towards the use of neoliberal 

policies and the consideration of differing participants’ quality conceptualisation These 

two concepts challenged the dominant discourse of standardizing quality as a one size fits 

all through neoliberal governance to meet governmental agendas (Dahlberg, Moss & 

Pence, 2005; Hursh, 2005; Moss, 2014). The two concepts were: 

 Governmentality in the Singapore Government’s use of neoliberal policies to 

control and raise quality standards in kindergartens 

 Challenging neoliberal early childhood policies and its outcomes 

The two concepts questioned neoliberalism in its own right to steer, direct and 

develop how participants thought about quality initiatives especially in the area of 

participants’ free choice to develop their own interest and pursuits. Neoliberal principles 

were questioned and challenged in the context of participants’ quality conceptualisation in 

their cultural context. 

9.3.1 Governmentality in Singapore neoliberal related quality initiated 

policies to steer and control quality standards in kindergartens.Governmentality in this 

study was defined by participants as the political underpinnings in the form of power 

relations that subtly governed and controlled participants’ decision-making and behaviour 

to develop quality standards in early childhood education. Moss (2014) terms this as “an 

authoritarian regime…that operates alongside and tempers all the talk of free markets and 
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free choice” (p.72). Governmentality was evident in how participants acknowledged and 

accepted the benefits of neoliberal policies or conformed to the expectations of the 

education system by compromising on their personal values. The characteristics of 

governmentality are further discussed in the next few paragraphs through participants’ 

responses to neoliberal standards and initiatives. 

Power relations through the ingraining of cultural practices like following reflected 

the power underpinnings and the representation of governance of participants’ perception 

of neoliberal regulations and standards introduced in the Singapore early childhood setting. 

The cultural practice of following was suggested by Sara, parent of Kindergarten One’s 

earlier discussion of her conscious struggle she had to face in order to stand by her 

personal values and beliefs.  

The cultural mind set of following was also evident in how teachers in this study 

accepted and acknowledged the raise in Minimum Preschool Teacher Qualification as 

beneficial to their professional development and raising quality teaching standards in 

kindergartens. Drawing from her experiences, Vee, teacher at Kindergarten Two 

commented:  

…I’ve gone through the diploma in teaching and I know that the diploma actually 

equips you with a lot more than just the certificate course is doing…I believe it is 

very, very important for teachers to at least have a diploma before they start 

teaching”. Joey, teacher at the Theme-based kindergarten also shares similar 

comments about the benefits of upgrading, “that course is very comprehensive. It’s 

very good. I benefited from it…I think it’s good for all teachers to go through the 

course…(Vee) 

Vee and Joey’s responses reflected that neoliberal policies have gained a level of 

acceptance amongst teachers towards professional upgrading. Their responses also pointed 

to the governance of what they learnt at their Diploma courses, taking precedence and 

influence over their teaching practices in their classrooms. This was reflected in how Gina 
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implemented what she has learnt in her teacher training in her classroom experiences. She 

shared: “Quality is something that is based on the children’s development and the theories 

we have worked on. Based on that, it should work based on children’s level too”. 

The acknowledgement and acceptance of regulations and standards were also 

evident in how principals and parents recognised the expectations of the Singapore 

education system and the necessity to prepare their children for mainstream education. 

Karen, principal at Kindergarten One recognised the existence of a structured education 

system and pointed to the inevitably of adhering to Singapore mainstream education. 

Karen said: “……my entire belief is that as a teacher, my job is to prepare children as well 

as I can….” Sara, parent at Kindergarten One supported Karen’s perspective of preparing 

the children by making reference to Karen’s opinions: “As Karen says, you can be all airy 

fairy and then you throw your child into Primary 1 and the child sinks, then you’re not 

doing a good job as an early childhood educator”.  

Participants’ act of recognising and accepting the competitive and academic nature 

of Singapore education system also indicated the acceptance and recognition of Singapore 

regulations and standards. Jarry, parent at Kindergarten One used this expression to 

describe Singapore education system by acknowledging: “….the expectations in regular 

schools…”  Eileen, parent at Kindergarten Two explained what was expected of a child to 

cope in the education system. Eileen said: “I think every child has it in him to rote learn in 

due course. I mean it’s exam smart and all those things, somehow I don’t know how well 

the education system has evolved since I stopped going to school, but I think there’s still 

going to be quite a lot of it”.   

Acceptance and recognition of Singapore education system was also evident in how 

the characteristics of MOE’s “Well-Rounded Learning” like “all rounded” and “all 

roundedness” were used by participants to define quality early childhood education 

(Ministry of Education, 2014a, p.3). By using the terms “all rounded” and “all 
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roundedness” to include in their personal definition of quality, participants have integrated 

MOE’s quality definitions in how they perceived quality as the development of productive, 

fruitful and lifelong learners, ready to meet the demands of the 21st century. Moss (2014) 

emphasized that lifelong learning was part of the neoliberal characteristics to ensure that 

individuals were to remain competitive to meet the fast evolving expectations and demands 

of markets. 

The recognition and acceptance of the expectations of the Singapore education 

system by participants were defined by MacNaughton (2005) where power relations were 

subtly made known to parents as they draw from their personal experiences and cultural 

practice (MacNaughton, 2005). MacNaughton (2005) drew from Foucault’s definition of 

regime of truth, described these expectations of the Singapore education system as 

“institutionally produced and sanctioned truths to (sic) govern and regulate us” (p.29). 

MacNaughton (2005) explained that the recognition of regime of truth helped in 

identifying how participants were governed by discourses that “how we think, feel 

understand and practise in specific areas of our lives” (p.20). Ailwood (2004) recognised 

this form of regime of truth as governmentality, where the purpose of governing and 

regulation was not only governing education perspectives but also extended to the personal 

level of governing stakeholders and others.  

Gorur (2013) explained that regulations and standards were integrated into our 

daily lives and they were taken for granted power relations that are often overlooked. As 

these regulations and standards were integrated into “every spheres of our lives”, the 

Singapore cultural practice of following would encourage acceptance rather than reflection 

of our actions and decision-making process  (Gorur, 2013, p.132). In other words, the role 

of Singapore governance was effective in the use of regulations and standards to produce 

individuals who are “thinkable and manageable” in accordance to neoliberal agendas 

(Ailwood, 2003, p.237). Moss (2014) described the state’s management of neoliberalism 
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and individuals as the reduction towards mind sets about how to live life and the making 

meaning about life through “… a set of economic relationships and values” (p.63). 

Therefore, the recognition of these power relations through regulations were necessary to 

be considered in this study, to further understand the complexity of quality 

conceptualisations and highlight participants’ voices that were overlooked in the pursuit of 

neoliberalism. 

9.3.1.1 Impact of governmentality on ‘other’ quality perspectives. The impact 

of power relations identified as regime of truth in the Singapore neoliberal early childhood 

context like the acceptance of Singapore education expectations, the conformance of 

regulation, policies and the integration of regulations’ definition of quality into their 

personal definition of quality pointed to the limitation of including other voices or 

perspectives that challenged neoliberal principles and its agendas. Not all participants 

agreed to neoliberal regulations and standards specifically in the implementation of the 

early childhood regulation to raise the Minimum Preschool Teacher Qualifications. 

Principals and teachers did not agree that paper qualifications always led to quality 

teaching or higher quality standards. As discussed earlier in Chapter Eight, principals and 

teachers focused more on intrinsic factors that were related to their personal values and 

beliefs about quality teaching. 

Unlike the consideration of the raise in Minimum Preschool Teacher Qualifications 

as neoliberal means to raise teaching standards in Singapore kindergartens, principals and 

parents focused on the attitude and the ability to interact with children as more important 

intrinsic factors to raise quality standards. Karen and Doris, principals of both 

kindergartens shared differing views about the benefits of higher paper qualifications for 

preschool teachers. Karen, principal at Kindergarten One agreed with the push for higher 

qualifications for preschool teachers but she preferred teachers to possess other areas of 

specialisations. She claimed:  
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Personally I would love teachers who have psychology under their belt. If I had an 

absolute blank page, I’d like to have somebody who had a degree in psychology, 

sociology, biology, physics, that would have great and a perfect score in English or 

English or both. (Karen) 

Doris, principal at Kindergarten Two did not believe that paper qualifications were 

determinants of higher quality standards in preschool teachers. She indicated:  

…education does start you off somewhere. But if a person’s attitude without the 

same level of qualification, will get this person further. Which means the EQ will 

get this person further than a person with a very good IQ but very little EQ 

(referring to social-emotional skills). (Doris) 

Parents’ view on teacher’s qualifications were perceived only as a starting point for 

entry into the kindergartens. As discussed in Chapter Seven, parents focused on the attitude 

of the teacher and the ability of the teachers to translate values in their daily interaction 

with their children. As Eileen, parent of Kindergarten Two claimed: “I don’t think they 

necessarily need that piece of paper to be a good teacher, but I think it’s as a starting block, 

starting off with parents, they all want to see that piece of paper”. Susan, another parent at 

Kindergarten Two echoed similar perspectives that were related to the intrinsic factors of 

the teacher to motivate children rather than focus on their academic results. She shared:  

So to me, a teacher (sic) is instilling confidence, instilling to a certain degree of, not 

stress but motivate a kid (sic), for the kid to be able to push herself further. And I 

think that’s important in a teacher, rather than if you don’t score an ‘A’, they 

disregard you…(Susan) 

Principals and parents’ perspectives about teachers’ paper qualifications differed in 

their rationale about quality teaching in the area of personal values and beliefs. However, 

with the introduction of the policy to raise Minimum Preschool Teacher Qualifications, 

this policy presented itself as the requirement for preschool teachers to remain or gain 

entry into the early childhood industry in Singapore. Principals and parents suggested that 

teacher qualifications do not necessary equate to the translation of quality teaching at the 
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kindergarten. But Jarry, parent at Kindergarten One indicated that paper qualification was 

the only way of determine quality. She shared: “…in a very paper based world like 

Singapore, it has come with paper qualification because that’s the only supposedly 

objective way of determining whether a person is ready”. 

With the instrumental and rational view towards neoliberal policy of raising teacher 

quality standards through qualifications, principals and parents’ subjective perspectives 

based on personal experiences and values were discounted as valuable insights that can 

provide space for stakeholders to gain agency and voice in professionalism (Fenech & 

Sumsion, 2007a). Moss (2014) supported Fenech and Sumsion (2007a)’s perspective that 

complexity, diversity, context, social and cultural factors need to be managed and directed 

towards one way of thinking meeting the needs of marketization and competition. Moss 

(2014) explained that the one way of thinking about issues related to markets is to cultivate 

a controlled, productive climate for individuals to pursue their self-interest by being “a 

rational utility maximiser” towards market signals (p.64). 

 Ortlipp, Arthur and Woodrow (2011) recommended the move away from the 

authoritative perspective of preschool teachers to avoid the risk of “the dominance of a 

technical discourse” and the “deprofessionalisation of early childhood educators” (p.67). 

The effects of neoliberal policies were further supported by Lee and McBride (2007), 

Dahlberg and Moss (2005), Newman (2014) and Penn (2002) who questioned the 

effectiveness of neoliberal policies in raising quality standards and addressing children at 

risk in a competitive environment. Penn (2002) highlighted the way and the interests of the 

majority of children could be overlooked as the result of western dominated child 

development policies and the political agendas of OCED and the World Bank in 

addressing poverty related issues through the use of quality early childhood education 

agendas.  
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The influence of western related literature that helped in the development of quality 

initiatives in Singapore and MOE’s Revised Kindergarten Curriculum Framework, 

neoliberal driven policies overshadowed and neglected cultural practices and context that 

framed the conceptualisation of quality and the differing participants’ voices that emerged 

to explore other possibilities and opportunities to achieve quality early childhood education 

(Moss, 2014). Fenech, Sumsion and Goodfellow (2008, p.45) expressed that  

…… regulation cannot fulfil its potential to do so whilst entwined in risk 

discourses, and whilst it is not grounded in a comprehensive policy approach that 

addresses what research has highlighted as significant contextual barriers to quality. 

Neoliberal regulation and standards were detrimental and limiting in providing 

opportunities for principals and teachers’ quality perspectives in this study to evolve, 

develop and establish their own understandings of quality conceptualisations (Ortlipp, 

Arthur & Woodrow, 2011). The affects were more visible in teachers and children’s 

identities and agency as they were directly influenced by standards and frameworks (Krieg, 

2011). This was already evident in this study in how teachers agreed that neoliberal’s 

policy of professional upgrading as the means to raise quality standards at the kindergarten. 

In addition, the process also diminished participants’ abilities to reflect and explore other 

quality understandings and further established neoliberal principles as quality dominant 

discourses in the fabric of participants’ perspectives of quality in the Singapore context 

(Bown & Sumsion, 2007b; Fenech & Sumsion, 2007a; Jensen, Brostrom, & Hansen, 2010; 

Osgood, 2006). 

With opportunities provided for preschool teachers to reflect on quality regulations 

and standards, values in discourses would be more visible and teachers would be able to 

reposition based on their evaluation and experience (Bown & Sumsion, 2007; Ortlipp et 

al., 2011). Principals, as managers at the kindergarten could consider the active role to 

promote the adaptation of MOE’s Revised Kindergarten Curriculum Framework into the 
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kindergarten culture and encourage teacher’s critical reflection on their role as teachers. 

Instead of adopting MOE’s Revised Curriculum Framework as the means to quality, 

kindergartens can explore the implications of the Curriculum Framework on the 

kindergarten context. 

9.3.1.2 Neoliberal’s freedom: A myth? The discussion of MOE’s neoliberal 

regulations and standards together with participants’ quality conceptualisation also brought 

forth the question about the individual’s free choice and their ability to express their 

personal values about quality perspectives. In the Singapore context, the shift towards 

neoliberal quality initiatives has seen the implementation of regulations and standards to 

govern early childhood education. The notion of regulations and standards were brought 

into question about its roles to control, govern and steer individual choices towards 

building economic relationships and benefits (Moss, 2014). 

The challenge of neoliberal free choice was discussed from participants’ definition 

of freedom to choose their preferred kindergarten in a mainly private early childhood 

landscape. In this study, freedom of choice was evident in how participants freely defined 

their quality conceptualisations based on their personal values and beliefs and in the area of 

choosing their choice of kindergarten for their children. Phase one online questionnaire 

reflected participants’ strong indication towards disagreeing that government policies and 

societal pressures were influences of their quality definitions. This was more evident in the 

unanimous response in the Kindergarten One. Parents from both kindergartens also 

strongly focused on their personal values and beliefs as the driving forces in perceiving 

quality early childhood education. Karen, principal at Kindergarten One expressed that it 

was her belief that shaped her notion of quality rather than the experiences she had as a 

teacher. She reinforced the importance of personal values as contributing factors to 

conceptualising quality: “The experience that I have if anything reinforces my belief so I 

think the belief came first and we reinforce it...” Sara, parent at Kindergarten One 
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suggested it was important to select a kindergarten that reflects her belief of children. She 

indicates: “….why I chose one (kindergarten) with values…” and “And I believe that 

every child is born to love learning and to be curious, and not, just not to snuff it out”. 

Participants’ perspectives of their personal values and beliefs as influences on their 

quality understandings pointed to participants’ understanding that it was their freedom of 

choice that contributed to their choice of kindergarten and their quality conceptualisation. 

Parents’ freedom to choose a kindergarten of their choice in a market driven environment 

also suggested marketization and their choice as consumers at work that provided the 

availability of early childhood choices. Moss (2014) explained that in the neoliberal 

context, citizens became consumers in the competitive market context. Participants 

recognised their role as consumers in the highly competitive Singapore early childhood 

market. 

Participants’ perception of choice was similar to neoliberal’s characteristics of free 

choice. Neoliberal principles defined participants’ perspectives of making their own 

choices as part of the characteristics of being “productive economic  entrepreneurs of their 

own lives” (Davies & Bansel, 2007, p.248). As the basis of neoliberalism focused on the 

establishment of developing individuals to meet the competitive global arena through a 

lifestyle of “socially sanctioned consumption and responsible choice”, individuals become 

“active citizens with rights, duties, obligations and expectations” (ibid; p.252).  

However, participants’ actual freedom to choose their quality understandings in 

early childhood education were challenged as neoliberal policies through the form of 

regulations and standards restricted other possibilities that challenged MOE’s discursive 

early childhood practices. The challenge was evident in an early childhood environment 

that focused on neoliberal policies like MOE Revised Kindergarten Curriculum 

Framework and the stipulation of the role of teachers to develop play based environments 
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and observations that helped to develop curriculums that achieved Desired Outcomes of 

Preschool Education (Hursh, 2004).  

Moss (2014) indicated that neoliberalism would not leave the control and 

governance of early childhood education to the free rein of markets. Instead the 

standardization and regime of quantifiable quality was regulated through ways of 

measuring quality through teachers’ qualifications and Kindergarten Curriculum 

Framework. Participants may have verbalised their personal values and beliefs as the main 

contributor of quality conceptualisations. Instead, participants’ free choice were capped in 

the confines of neoliberal context of “shared instrumental and performative rationality” 

and the “shared belief in leadership, managerial methodology” (Moss, 2014, p.67). 

Participants’ acceptance and acknowledgement of the expectations of Singapore childhood 

education were examples of the capped free choice that prevented participants’ other 

voices to be heard in the Singapore education system.  

Jarry, parent at Kindergarten One shared her struggles to practice her personal 

values on how she perceives her child should learn in primary school (mainstream 

education). She shared her opinions:  

I think, you know, the fact that you’ve convinced that the system that you’ve got 

your kids through in play school, in kindergarten, is something that has worked for 

you, not necessarily in the result oriented sense but the fact that it’s worked for you. 

Kind of insulate you from them. It doesn’t negate you from the pressures of regular 

school and what teachers say. (Jarry) 

She continued to share her experiences with her child and her realisation of the 

discursive practices that dominated Singapore’s education system:  

…my oldest girl, when she was in P1 (Primary 1), we have not bought her 

assessment books because she needed some practice but we weren’t like kind of 

fussed about trying to complete it. And then, at the end of P1, the teacher said to me 

“It’s about time you get one of these composition model answers – like “Why do I 
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need them?” “Oh because it will help them in knowing what to write”. I was like 

“Teach her what to write not how to write” because if she’s reading so many hours, 

as essay and trying to get that sorted out in whatever ways, it is and you are just 

basically (sic) answering it in the way you want to, you want it to be 

answered…(Jarry) 

Jarry’s comments highlighted the difficulty of not conforming to what was 

expected in mainstream education. Any efforts not to conform to the teacher’s 

expectations, the education system seemed to point to parents’ lack of effort to assist the 

child to learn. Jarry’s experiences suggested that in the neoliberal based environment, 

regulations needed to be adhere to and instrumentality are characteristics of individual’s 

role to maintain discipline (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005).  

In the neoliberal context, conformation to the teacher’s recommendation was 

Jarry’s response to the education system as the teacher’s recommendation was a reflection 

of how to manage the education system. She shared:  

So we’ve resisted that for 2 years and then, but P2, the teacher asked again, “Have 

you been” – because this is the same teacher – “Have you been giving her these 

model answers or model essays?” We’re like “No.” Actually, “Oh, it shows”. I 

wasn’t quite sure whether she meant it to be positive or negative, but we just left it 

as that. I mean, okay, we caved in, we bought her one but not for the sake of 

reading, we just said “Okay this is one of those books that you can read and take a 

look at it. (Jarry) 

Jarry’s management of the expectations of the education system pointed to the 

inflexibility of neoliberal developed environment to accommodate other form of behaviour 

that was not confined within neoliberal discursive practices. This challenged participants’ 

notion of freedom and the room to explore other forms of learning.  

Participants’ responses suggested that they were expected by neoliberal policies to 

make economically productive choices. In the neoliberal Singapore early childhood 

education context, neoliberal’s freedom was a regulated freedom, restricted within the 
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confines of neoliberal boundaries stipulated by MOE’s quality policy initiatives. Other 

forms of choices and perspectives were considered as not efficient and productive in aiding 

children to achieve desired outcomes like meeting the standards and demands of the 

competitive markets. This was especially so in a competitive nation like Singapore where 

human capital were the main resources to remain competitive on the global stage. In order 

to main competitiveness, the role of neoliberalism capitalised on regulations and standards 

to control and govern the demands and expectations of skills for the 21st Century. 

9.3.2 Challenging neoliberal market capitalisation. The characteristics of 

supporting a neoliberal environment through marketization and globalization highlighted 

the notion of external influences like advertisement and word of mouth communication 

that shaped quality conceptualisation in the Singapore context. The shift of Singapore early 

childhood environment towards neoliberalism was a matter of national survival to remain 

competitive on the world stage. Through globalisation, the introduction of the 

infrastructure like IT and surveillance ensured the smooth transition towards neoliberal 

freedom of being a responsible individual to make choices that benefited their own well-

being (Davies & Bansel, 2007).  

Globalisation may be the means that drive neoliberalism but participants shared 

their perspectives about marketization like advertisement, did not influence their 

perception of quality. Phase one online questionnaire indicated that all participants in 

Kindergarten One and parents of Kindergarten Two, did not agree that advertisements 

contributed to shaping their quality conceptualisations. Instead participants focused on the 

recommendation of friends as an important factor in shaping their perspectives of quality. 

Eileen, parent of Kindergarten Two indicated that social group perspectives especially 

those that were included as the inner circle played the greatest influence their perception of 

quality. She shared: “I’m still in touch with the people I went to Primary school and 
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secondary school with and they have children of similar age, and we’re all sending to the 

same schools…we pretty much kind of follow…”. 

Participants’ perspectives on the influence of recommendation of friends reflected 

that word of mouth communication by trusted peers were more important compared to 

external advertisements by kindergartens. This perspective shared similar responses from 

Noble’s (2007) study of parents’ choice of kindergartens in Queensland. Parents indicated 

that word of mouth recommendation placed more emphasis on their decision-making 

process than marketing and advertisement by the kindergarten. Participants’ findings 

pointed to the importance of including cultural group context as influences of quality 

conceptualisation. This was significant as participants’ findings challenged neoliberal 

notion of marketization and the use of advertisements to promote early childhood services. 

As Gorur (2013) shared in the earlier discussion, the reliance on neoliberal 

regulation and standards led to the taken for granted notion of perceiving neoliberal 

policies as dominant discourses. By highlighting the preferences of participants in their 

choice of kindergarten, participants were indicating that they were not always swayed by 

the effects of marketization. The highly educated participants in both phase one and two of 

this study, contributed to how personal values and beliefs could be influenced by word of 

mouth recommendations. This suggested that cultural group contexts were important 

features that contributed to quality conceptualisation compared to the marketization of 

early childhood services.  

9.4 The influence of neoliberalism on emerging Singapore contemporary quality 

perspectives: What perspectives look like 

The preceding discussions of the two main themes, the influence of neoliberalism 

and its related power relations indicated that participants’ emerging quality perspectives 

have progressed to look beyond academic excellence, to include the long term benefits and 

life skills of children. Participants’ quality conceptualisations were unlike majority of 
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Singapore parents who focused on the academic pursuits of their children (Ebbeck & 

Gokhale, 2004).  Parents’ knowledge of what they determined as good in the past for 

children to develop academic excellence, have shifted towards a long term view of 

preparing children to meet life’s challenges. Instead of parents looking within their 

children, parents like Eileen and Susan of Kindergarten Two also indicated that children 

should work towards contributing back to the community. 

Participants’ shift away from the focus on academic pursuits, together with the 

presence of governmentality in Singapore neoliberal quality initiatives and Confucian 

practices in the Singapore context pointed to the necessity to look deeper into the local 

underpinnings that influenced how participants’ quality conceptualisations were formed 

(Penn, 2002; Woodhead, 1998).  As localised quality perspectives were kindergarten 

specific, this together with the wider political and societal context (like neoliberal power 

relations discussed earlier, Confucian laden context and multiplicity of quality), defined 

quality early childhood as value-laden, relative and always evolving as the result of quality 

experiences. 

The definition of quality as complex, value laden and relative was not new to 

quality literature (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005; Edwards, 2005a; Woodhead, 1998b). But the 

acknowledgement and recognition of the relationship between governmentality and 

neoliberalism in Singapore’s quality initiatives highlighted the conflicts and challenges 

emerging participants’ quality conceptualisations faced in the early phase of raising quality 

standards (Edwards, 2005a; Lee & Walsh, 2004; Moss, 2005; Osgood, 2010; Renshaw, 

1998; Tobin, 2005; Woodrow, 2007). These conflicts and challenges of neoliberal 

principles coupled with Confucian values embedded in participants’ moral values and 

responsibilities suggested the evolving nature of participants’ quality definition as 

experiences were gained and transformed (Robbins, 2003; Rogoff, 1995). Quality 

definitions evolved and develop as quality experiences were gained in the implementation 
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of neoliberal quality initiatives in kindergartens. This allowed and provided room for more 

complex quality conceptualisations and multiple considerations within local kindergarten 

settings (Fenech et al., 2010; Logan et al., 2012; Mac Naughton, 2005; Penn, 2002; 

Rogoff, 1995). 

Participants’ emerging quality conceptualisations could also be described as limited 

to a specific time and space, dependent on the political agendas of the Singapore 

Government and the evolution of cultural practices in the competitive privatised Singapore 

early childhood landscape (Lee & Walsh, 2005; Woodhead, 1998). As quality initiatives 

took its form and matured in a highly parent driven Singaporean environment, participants’ 

emerging quality conceptualisations may take a new course of focusing on other quality 

features to meet the high expectations and rigor of the mainstream education (Ebbeck & 

Gokhale, 2004; Tan, 2014; Tanner, Walsh & Lewis, 2006; Tobin, 2005; Wenger, 1998). 

This indicated that quality early childhood was not static and considered the multiplicity of 

quality experiences and the different stages of quality conceptualisations within different 

localised context.  

9.5 Neoliberal alternative: Attempts to narrow the gap by focusing on using 

kindergartens as a site of negotiating new meanings of quality 

Giving recognition and providing participants’ emerging Singapore quality 

perspectives room to grow and mature, required looking into possibilities of providing 

agency and respect to other ways of understanding quality (Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 

1999; Moss, 2014). The conflicts that arose between the shift towards neoliberal quality 

initiatives and participants’ quality conceptualisation suggested that the cultural practices 

of ‘following’ (adopting cultural practices without further questioning) situates 

uncomfortably within neoliberalism.  The pressure of neoliberalism in following was 

constantly in conflict with participants’ personal values and beliefs. Sara, parent of 

Kindergarten One shared her struggle between maintaining her agency, her beliefs, choice 
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and Singapore education expectations by sharing “…I feel so pressurized and so 

conditioned to think that A leads to B”. Sara’s responses highlighted the need to discuss 

the question of closing the gap between regulated expectations and consumer perspectives 

of quality by acknowledging the complexity involved in cultural practices and individual 

participants’ quality perspectives.  

Drawing from one of the two main themes discussed in Chapter Six, kindergarten 

philosophy could be considered as a possibility in reflecting parents’ personal values and 

beliefs. Principals could also use the kindergarten philosophy as their basis of maintaining 

teamwork and translating of kindergarten values. By considering parents’ focus on 

selecting their choice kindergarten and principals’ emphasis on translating kindergarten 

philosophy into practice, kindergarten site as the space to translate values of the 

kindergarten philosophy could be considered as one of the possibilities to begin the open 

discussion about quality (Moss, 2014). The consideration of possibilities is intended to 

narrow the gap by using the kindergarten’s philosophy as a platform for negotiated quality 

in local kindergartens (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005). 

Parents’ focus on the values development of children towards lifelong learning, 

also suggested that parents value the kindergarten environment as a means to communicate 

quality standards. The acknowledgement and reflection of neoliberal conflicts and 

adopting these regulated policies into the local kindergarten context provided the 

possibilities of addressing political underpinnings and quality multiplicities that were 

known to narrow kindergartens into only instrumental sties of educating children 

(Dahlberg & Moss, 2005). This opened up the opportunities to explore, negotiate and 

translate agreed notions of quality conceptualisations with different stakeholders into 

kindergarten practices. As parents in this study were willing participants to share their 

personal values and beliefs as driving forces in their quality conceptualisation, the open 
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communication by kindergartens to explore other possibilities of quality definitions helped 

the kindergarten to develop their unique quality conceptualisations.  

Ang (2006) recommended the need for open dialogue, “negotiation and balance” in 

the inherent differences between policies, societal influences and quality 

conceptualisations in her evaluation of the new preschool curriculum (p. 210).  Dahlberg 

and Moss (2005) extended that open discussions bring forth possibilities that would 

address the complexity involved to close the gap between participants’ expectations and 

MOE’s regulated policies within local practices. Gorur (2013) supported this notion of 

“destabilising” the effects of standardization and brought to light their effects on everyday 

lives and decision making (p.133). Bown and Sumsion (2007) explained that the 

consideration of other perspectives besides the regulatory gaze, helped in acknowledging 

principals and teachers’ philosophy on teaching and education and removed the notion of 

regulations as forms of surveillance, discipline and control. Fenech and Sumsion (2007) 

added that the critical reflection of considering other possibilities of contextual definition 

of quality, established agency and respect to the voices of others. 

However, the emerging contemporary Singapore quality perspectives in this study 

represented perspectives of two Singaporean kindergartens and these perspectives may not 

be a reflection of perspectives of other local kindergartens. This together with the different 

quality conceptualising stages of participants also rendered the difficulties in positioning 

the kindergarten sites as places of negotiating new meanings of quality. One of the 

difficulties could be the Singapore early childhood landscape was still at the early stages of 

implementing quality initiatives. The exploration of other possibilities may only be a 

possibility with the enactment of reflective practices towards quality conceptualisations, 

starting within local kindergarten sites (Cannella & Viruru, 2004; Moss, 2014). 

9.5.1 Recognising the importance of localised and multiple quality 

perspectives within kindergartens.  The consideration of multiple quality perspectives 



301 

within localised settings provided the voices necessary for stakeholders to negotiate 

meanings within kindergarten settings. Earlier in section 9.5, the discussion pointed to how 

the focus on the kindergarten as a space allowed the negotiation of new quality meanings. 

This multiplicity in quality perspectives respected the notion of quality as “subjective, 

value based, relative and dynamic” (Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 1999, p.5). The 

consideration of sociocultural perspectives focused on the cultural practices and behaviour 

based on the current kindergarten setting (Edwards, 2006; Rogoff, 1995; Rogoff, 2003). 

However, this study reflected that the consideration of the political, societal elements 

constituted to the development of multiplicities in quality conceptualisations and the 

importance of recognising the multiple nature, value laden characteristics of quality (Rahn 

et al., 2003; Lee & Walsh, 2005).  

The focus on quality early childhood education based on geographical location or 

cultural practices could limit in-depth studies into how quality was translated within local 

setting (Edwards, 2006; Tobin, 2005; Dahlberg & Moss, 2005). The consideration of 

factors influencing localised kindergarten settings provides rich and in-depth 

understandings of quality conceptualisations (Penn, 2007). The emerging contemporary 

Singapore quality perspectives were examples of the rich quality conceptualisations 

gathered in this study. These emerging quality conceptualisations signified that there were 

growing perspectives towards the development of the whole child rather than only on 

achieving academic outcomes. These emerging quality perspectives pointed to possible 

new trends developing as parents become more educated and affluent in modern-day 

Singapore. 

9.6 Summary 

The chapter intended to identify the emerging Singapore contemporary quality 

perspectives. Emerging of contemporary Singapore quality perspectives were considered 

complex and value laden with the influences of power relations and cultural practices 
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embedded in how quality is conceptualised. This chapter extended the discussion from 

Chapter Eight’s notion of the pull and push effects of government quality initiatives and 

participants’ personal values and beliefs. The complexity that arose from the opposing 

principles of neoliberalism and Confucian principles suggested that quality 

conceptualisation was not a simple notion of describing quality characteristics. The study 

of quality conceptualisations needed to look beyond to consider the external influences like 

cultural practices and beliefs, power relations governing how people thought, felt and the 

social group pressure that steered decision-making towards pre-determined outcomes.  

The discussion in this chapter further highlighted the power relations that governed 

and restricted participants’ definition of neoliberal freedom of choice through free markets 

and globalisation. Neoliberalism’s power relations were compared to Confucian principles 

underpinning the Singapore culture and how these two different principles created conflicts 

that challenged the emerging Singapore quality perspectives. The chapter ended with the 

recommendation of the possibilities of focusing on kindergarten philosophy as the means 

to create an environment of negotiating new quality meanings. The discussion also focused 

on the implications of neoliberal and Confucian conflict on participants’ emerging quality 

perspectives. The recommendation of closing the gaps in this study drew on both conflicts 

emerging between participants’ personal values and neoliberal policies. Participants’ 

indirect responses identified the focus on the kindergarten philosophy in adapting and 

adopting neoliberal quality initiatives through open discussion with stakeholders at the 

kindergarten. Participants’ responses highlighted the importance of considering 

individual’s quality perspectives, cultural practices, the power relations involved in 

political underpinnings and contradictory dominant perspectives on current quality 

perspectives when understanding participants’ quality conceptualisation. Quality 

conceptualisation should not be considered as technical and rational concepts in isolation 
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of neoliberal agendas but the wider multiple perspectives of considering power relations, 

current cultural practices and beliefs that formed the current kindergarten context.  

 This study shifted the theoretical underpinnings of perceiving quality based on 

sociocultural perspectives towards the consideration of postmodern multiple perspectives 

that included the underlining power relations that predominated and, steered behaviour, 

thinking and decision-making processes. In this study, the focus on sociocultural 

perspectives seemed to limit quality conceptualisation in the context of curricula and play-

based environment. Drawing from participants’ multiple views of quality, the 

consideration of postmodern perspectives opened up other possibilities and negotiated new 

understandings of quality in Singapore.  

This study suggested that postmodern considerations supports new ways of 

perceiving quality. The implementation of neoliberal quality initiated policies would 

continue to shape quality perceptions in the Singaporean early childhood landscape. The 

new ways of thinking about quality will provide more critical discussion and reflection 

about the multiple perspectives developing as a result of more opportunities to negotiate 

quality definitions within kindergarten context. The concluding chapter (Chapter Ten) 

would discuss the shift in new ways of perceiving quality and its possibilities for the 

future. 
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CHAPTER 10:  CONCLUSION 

This study explored the quality conceptualisations of early childhood education 

from Singaporean principals, teachers and parents of two kindergartens. The study focused 

on identifying the characteristics of quality early childhood and the possible external 

influences from Singapore’s quality early childhood initiatives that contributed to shaping 

participants’ quality perspectives. The research questions that guided the understanding of 

quality conceptualisations are: 

1) What is quality early childhood education from the perspectives of principals, 

teachers and parents in two Singapore kindergartens? 

2) What are the connections between participants’ perspectives and Ministry of 

Education’s Revised Curriculum Framework? 

3) What are the emerging contemporary Singapore participants’ perspectives of 

quality early childhood education? 

Quality early childhood education was a complex and value-laden concept that was 

perceived based on popular governing objectives for that time and space (Dahlberg, Moss 

& Pence, 1999; Logan & Sumsion, 2012; Moss, 2014; Penn, 2002). The majority of 

studies relating to quality early childhood studies tend to situate between the first and 

second quality wave, featuring quantifiable and objective rationales to meet predetermined 

positivist outcomes (Fenech, 2011; OECD, 2012; Sharpe, 2000). Quality perspectives 

relating to the third quality wave, focus on challenging quality dominant discourse and 

cultural development were confined to questioning theoretical quality perspectives and the 

focus on cultural quality perspectives (Cannella & Viruru, 2004; Dahlberg et al., 1999; 

Penn, 2007; Rogoff, 1995). 

 This study outlines understandings of localised quality conceptualisations in two 

Singapore kindergartens and describes how they contribute to quality literature by 
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emphasizing the evolving characteristics of quality understandings and its implications on 

the role of kindergartens. The study situates quality perspectives in the third quality wave 

and contributes to literature by expressing localised Singapore quality perspectives as 

focusing on preparing children for life through the development of life skills and the 

emphasis on the role of the kindergarten as the promoter of values. 

10.1 Significance of findings 

The three discussion chapters presented the implications of the two themes in the 

areas that reflected participants’ quality conceptualisations and makes connections of 

participants’ quality conceptualisations to MOE’s quality initiatives and identifies the 

emerging Singapore contemporary quality perspectives. 

In the first discussion chapter (Chapter Seven), participants’ quality 

conceptualisations presented the shifting of participants’ conceptualisations beyond 

academic outcomes towards the preparation of children for life through the development of 

life skills. The emerging contemporary Singapore quality early childhood education is 

determined as value-laden, complex, multiple in nature and transient in its definition. 

Instead of conforming to the stereotyped notion of academic excellence, emerging 

participants’ perspectives have moved towards more process oriented quality indicators 

with the intention to support children’s development of values and lifelong skills. The 

presence of Confucianism, neoliberalism and the conflicts identified as factors influencing 

quality in the local kindergarten context, increased the level of quality sites and its 

uniqueness based on participants’ personal values and beliefs. Thus, using a broad 

geographical lens (e.g. Singapore at large) to understand quality, was not significant to 

explain the multiplicity in quality conceptualisations, derived from political and values 

related elements. Rather, using a localized and multiple lens in opening up possibilities in 

exploring quality, informed richer understandings of quality conceptualisations. 
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This is significant in the neoliberal environment of Singapore early childhood 

education where the awareness of participants’ voices and agency could be raised to take 

ownership of quality definitions in the kindergarten. The research found that the 

overlooking of participants’ consideration of their personal values highlights the 

importance of freedom of choice to make decisions that directly reflects their beliefs about 

quality education. Neoliberalism was perceived as capping and limiting participants’ 

freedom in reflecting their actual personal beliefs and values about quality. This was seen 

in how neoliberal policies have developed an inflexible environment that cannot 

accommodate other forms of behaviour that conflict with the stipulated neoliberal 

discursive practice. Parents shared their examples through their personal experiences of 

their older children and mainstream school teachers in the education system.  

Other neoliberal expectations, like the marketization of early childhood services, 

also limited the consideration of how participants choose the kindergartens for their 

children. The awareness of neoliberal principles and cultural practices influencing 

participants’ perception of quality was significant as it encouraged another look at the 

quality wave. Singapore early childhood education was situated in the midst of the 

implementation of MOE quality initiatives. The emergence of participants’ views derived 

from the discussion between participants’ quality conceptualisation and MOE’s neoliberal 

objectives in the Kindergarten Curriculum Framework. This signified that quality 

perspectives were not developed solely based on what participants’ perceived as their 

personal values and beliefs. Instead participants’ quality conceptualisations were a 

combination of conflicting Confucian and neoliberal influences governing and steering 

what participants thought were their multiple personal values and beliefs.  

The impact of neoliberal policies may not have come through immediately as a 

dynamic influence in early childhood education since more neoliberal quality initiatives 

were actively being introduced from 2007 onwards. But the external influences steering 
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and directing participants’ emerging quality perspectives cannot be ignored as key 

underpinnings shaping quality conceptualisations. The findings in this study suggested the 

relooking of kindergarten spaces as quality negotiating sites and the shift of quality 

conceptualizations away from academic excellence towards the development of life skills. 

These quality perspectives pointed to how quality is relative, value laden and evolving, as 

personal quality perspectives change through different quality experiences and reflection 

This contributed significantly to how multiple quality  conceptualisations are perceived 

and the notion that quality early childhood education should not be perceived as one size 

fits all perspective. This study argues that quality can be perceived as possibilities to be 

explored and negotiated. Neoliberalism may have overshadowed the notion of multiple 

quality perspectives but this does not mean that multiplicities do not exist. Instead, the 

multiple characteristics of quality conceptualisations should be acknowledged based on 

their non-static nature and their localised perspectives. 

10.2 Contribution to new ideas about quality 

This study on the quality conceptualization of early childhood education in two 

Singapore kindergartens contribute to new understandings in two areas.  

10.2.1 Revisiting the kindergarten as a site of new quality possibilities. The 

shift in participants’ quality perceptions towards values development, lifelong skills and 

the teacher as a role model of values also shifted the definition of kindergarten as a 

physical space for educational purposes and quantifying quality based on physical 

contributions (Mims, Scott-Little, Lower, Cassidy & Hestenes, 2008). The study 

contributes to the kindergarten as a space of translating kindergarten philosophy and its 

values as important contributions to Singapore quality early childhood education. 

Kindergarten as a space is commonly complementary to the physical setting as the means 

to creating quality interaction rather than considered as a space of translating kindergarten 

philosophy and its values (Sheridan, 2007). This holds true in Singapore kindergartens 
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where parents perceived kindergartens as spaces for preparation and achievement of formal 

academic outcomes (Ang, 2014b; Ebbeck & Gokhale, 2004; Lim-Ratnam, 2013).  Even 

though the inclusion of culture in the consideration of quality conceptualization is not new, 

the focus on the kindergarten philosophy’s values and beliefs to define the kindergarten 

site represents the possibility of emerging progressing new knowledge towards ways of 

understanding kindergarten in the Singapore context (Rogoff, 2003; Wenger, 1998; 

Woodhead, 1998). The kindergarten space was perceived by participants as active and 

evolving in accordance to the implementation of the kindergarten philosophy by principals 

and teachers. This is new to the stereotypical perspective that kindergartens are sites of 

educating young children towards predetermined outcomes in Singapore (Ministry of 

Education, 2012). 

The translation of kindergarten philosophy also highlights the possibilities of 

Singapore kindergarten to consider the kindergarten space as a site of negotiating quality in 

their own kindergarten context. Drawing from Dahlberg and Moss (2005), the analysis of 

data found that participants point to active participation in sharing about quality definitions 

and personal values, suggesting that kindergartens can be sites of negotiation, in 

developing localized quality perspectives. Findings show that the perspective of 

kindergartens as sites of negotiating the translating of kindergarten philosophy, provide the 

opportunities to consider how Singapore local kindergartens can help to move quality 

forward and develop in the early childhood context. In this study, quality early childhood 

education do not perceived the kindergarten like a “factory” to produce “prespecified 

products” that meet the economic and social needs (Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 1999, p.66). 

Rather the kindergarten is a place of “human association” where people with common 

interests come together to engage and participate in activities (ibid, p.71). 

10.2.2 New thinking about quality: Shift towards postmodern perspectives. 

Chapter Eight and Chapter Nine’s discussion of the findings in this study pointed to the 
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possibilities of kindergartens as sites of exploring new meanings of quality and the 

progression of participants’ quality conceptualizations as the result reflecting on past 

experiences and personal beliefs. These findings suggest that the emergence of postmodern 

perspectives towards understanding quality early childhood education, has supported new 

thinking about quality. The emergence of postmodern perspectives contributes to quality 

perspectives and supports this research conclusion that Singapore quality early childhood 

education supports Singaporeans who attribute values related development towards 

preparing children for life and children’s well-being as more important than academic 

preparation in the early years. 

In this study, two main arguments resulted to the shift of my quality perceptions 

towards postmodern perspectives. The first area focused on the transition of a broader 

geographical perspective (e.g. Singapore) in understanding quality to a localized quality 

perspective where possibilities and multiplicities are considered and negotiated. The move 

of participants’ quality conceptualizations from academic excellence towards preparing 

children for life through the development of life skills, with the active participation of 

kindergarten in promoting values, put into the context of the consideration of quality 

moving beyond pre-determined and prescribed definitions of quality. This together with 

the highlight of conflicts and challenges of Confucianism and neoliberal principles as 

described in Chapter Eight implied the need to consider the impact of sociocultural and 

political factors as influences on possible new quality perspectives emerging within 

kindergarten setting. Dahlberg, Moss and Pence (1999) stated that the “local actions are the 

best way to introduce changes into larger structure of power” (p.34) through identifying 

“truly productive sites for the creation and application of the disciplines as local settings 

and that oppositional interests should focus on these narrowly defined areas” (p.35). 

The second area that influenced my shift towards understanding quality using 

postmodern inclinations, was the emphasis placed on political and societal underpinnings 
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in this study. The understanding of quality using a broader geographical lens, provided the 

consideration of the cultural and societal context in Singapore and the two kindergartens 

(Edwards, 2005b; Roer-Strier, 1996; Rogoff, 2003; Tobin, 2005). However, the use of a 

broader geographical lens (like Singapore) to perceive quality early childhood education, 

was not sufficient in further examining in-depth complexity of quality conceptualizations 

defined by participants. The complexity that arose as the result of contradictions between 

participants’ multiple quality perspectives and neoliberal agendas, suggested the 

complexity in power relations governing thoughts and actions (MacNaughton, 2005; Penn, 

2007). Participants’ emphasis of quality as a personal choice may be perceived by 

participants as contrary to neoliberal outcomes of achieving economic benefits. Further 

examination of participants’ quality perspectives suggested more complex and challenging 

questions that arose relating to governmentality. 

MacNaughton (2005) explained Foucault’s notion of governmentality as regime of 

truth shed light into the complexity of participants’ quality conceptualizations 

(MacNaughton, 2005). Understanding participants’ perspectives of quality with the 

awareness of the dominant truth that govern the Singapore culture, identify conflicting 

power relations perspectives like regulations and standards that add to challenges 

participants face in the development of quality conceptualization (Moss, 2006; Osgood, 

2006). The recognition of regime of truth as explained by MacNaughton (2005) shows the 

further complexity of the notion of quality and acknowledges that quality cannot be simply 

accepted as characteristics that quantify quality effectiveness. Instead, participants’ quality 

conceptualizations represent the progressive and evolving nature of quality representing 

specific time, space and political climate (Penn, 2007; Raban et al., 2003). 

The multiplicity of participants’ perspectives also contributed to the shift towards 

the consideration of other possibilities and the inclusion of other voices in understanding 

quality conceptualizations. Neoliberal discursive practices discussed in Chapter Nine, 
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indicated that neoliberal policies were perceived as dominant discourses and they 

overlooked the possibilities of other voices in steering the attainment of educational 

outcomes (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005). However, this study indicated the differing 

participants’ personal values and beliefs that shaped quality conceptualization suggested 

these voices cannot be ignored as they constituted the underpinnings that define quality 

definitions. Moss (2005) supported this notion of going beyond the notion of quality to 

“welcome plurality, contingency, subjectivity, provisionality, political process and ethics” 

(p.413). This going beyond was explained as moving beyond the “standard model” of 

perceiving quality “as a technology of distance, normalization and regulation” (Moss, 

2005, p.413). New (2009) continued to shed light into postmodern perspectives by 

recommending that people and policies were required to be in relationship to create 

negotiated new meanings of quality. Dahlberg and Moss (2005) explained the possibilities 

of people and policies to work together towards other possibilities and the consideration of 

the other as ethical possibilities become a matter of choice rather than through regulation. 

This addressed the neoliberal myth of freedom of choice and welcomed participants 

freedom to care and display ethical behavior. 

The postmodern perspective opened up the possibilities that took into consideration 

the ethical behavior and inclusion of relationship in the development of quality 

conceptualization (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005). This together with the power relations that 

contributed to, governance and quantification towards desired outcomes significantly 

provided the basis and structure of quality definitions (Moss, 2014). Through the inclusion 

of postmodern perspectives, the complexity and values associated with quality in a local 

context like Singapore, can bring to the forefront conflicting factors challenging quality 

conceptualization. Instead of understanding quality based on participants’ description of 

the characteristics of quality, the variability and evolving nature of quality would be taken 
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into consideration through relationship with others, to further add context and agency to 

possibilities for quality that includes community (Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 1999). 

The understanding of quality conceptualizations from two Singapore kindergartens 

are not limited to what was described. As Singapore neoliberal quality initiatives like 

Revised Singapore Kindergarten Curriculum Framework was introduced in 2012, it will 

take time for the impact of neoliberal policies and the maturity of quality standards to 

come through in kindergarten settings. The study of quality conceptualizations in the 

maturing stages in kindergartens, will provide interesting conclusions to the possible 

evolving nature of quality understandings from policies into kindergarten practice. Quality, 

then may take whole new different perspectives in Singapore kindergartens that may 

appropriate new possibilities and provide more agency to other perspectives instead of 

hiding behind the neoliberal shadow.  

10.3 Implications for practice 

This section attempts to recommend possible suggestions for future practices in 

defining quality early childhood education in an early childhood setting. These 

recommendations are based on participants’ responses of quality conceptualizations that 

were shared distinctively based on their experiences, reported in their rich form and 

analyzed in this study. 

10.3.1 Translating values development and lifelong skills in children. Values 

development and the focus on lifelong skills in children are indicated as important quality 

outcomes that participants feel children should possess in their early years. Parents in 

particular observe kindergarten environments, teacher interaction with children and 

kindergarten philosophy as means to determine quality at kindergartens. There is a need for 

kindergartens to relook at their kindergarten philosophy and the values principals and 

teachers translate to the physical environment, interaction with children and parents. This 
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is often overlooked as kindergarten focus on more structured orientated features to improve 

quality standards (Fenech, 2011; Sharpe, 2000). 

10.3.2 Believers of kindergarten values. Principals and teachers should be 

believers of their kindergarten values so that they are able to work together to translate 

similar values in the kindergarten environment. Principals and teachers can be confident 

communicators of what they believe is quality early childhood education and work with 

parents in developing more localized quality perspectives within each kindergarten. This 

creates an environment of exploration, negotiation and respect for other quality 

perspectives through partnership and relationship. The kindergarten values are often 

overlooked as more structured and process related quality that are measurable are 

considered as contributing to quality standards (Retas & Kwan, 2000). By identifying, 

realigning and focusing on kindergarten values, the translation of kindergarten values can 

be translated into practice and opening up the possibilities of more localized quality 

understandings.  

10.3.3 Critical view of quality as a complex notion. Quality should not be 

perceived as a regulatory concept, a top-down approach towards raising quality standards 

at the kindergarten. This study indicates the importance of taking into consideration the 

political and multiple underpinnings that govern quality conceptualization. A critical and 

reflective kindergarten culture should be cultivated within the kindergarten context, to 

encourage principals and teachers to reflect on regulatory policies and their implications on 

quality at their localized practices. Instead of acknowledging and accepting neoliberal 

quality initiatives, kindergarten as a space for negotiation should begin by critically 

reflecting on the implications of these policies on their kindergarten philosophy. By 

adopting a critical lens, quality can evolve and emerge as the ownership of stakeholders at 

the kindergarten rather than a quantifiable notion to justify educational outcomes. 
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10.3.4 The fourth quality wave – what will it look like?  Quality is defined in 

this study as fluid, moving up and down the three quality waves, reflecting the popular 

quality perspective of that particular time and space. Logan and Sumsion’s (2011) use of 

the analogy of a braided river as described in Chapter Two, suggests that quality consists 

of characteristics that constitute the flow of multiple quality perspectives that move up and 

down the first, second and third wave. There is no one way of perceiving quality but the 

merit of multiple and multidimensional localized perspectives contributing to quality 

conceptualizations. This represents that quality is contextual and defined differently in 

accordance to local practices in kindergartens.  

Kindergartens are perceived as spaces of negotiation where the quality in early 

childhood education is determined by principals, teachers and parents within the local 

context. The kindergarten is perceived as spaces of quality development and the redefining 

of quality to prepare children for life through the instilling of life skills. One example of 

the fluidity of quality within localized kindergartens is reflected in parents’ choice of 

kindergarten by considering the kindergarten philosophy. Parents choose a kindergarten 

that is representative or similar to their values and belief of quality early childhood 

education. The act of searching for a kindergarten that match parents’ values and beliefs 

indicate the fluidity of quality conceptualization in accordance to what parents feel are 

necessary in a quality early childhood education. 

The next quality wave may be determined by the recognition of contextualized 

neoliberal policies and the inclusion of localized quality perceptions that shape how quality 

is defined in kindergartens. The focus on localized quality perspectives add rich local 

practices and contextualized perspectives that highlight how quality is perceived and 

understood within the context of local kindergartens. This suggests the consideration of the 

wider context of local neoliberal early childhood policies and its impact on early childhood 

settings as well as the translation of these neoliberal policies on participants’ quality 
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perspectives. Future research undertaking quality related studies can consider the notions 

of localized quality perspectives amidst the larger picture of government initiated quality 

policies, to contribute to the multiplicity of quality as a concept. This contribution will 

continue to evolve and change the localized perspective of quality, to represent quality 

understandings of that time and space.  

Moss (2014, p.1) links these evolving quality perspectives back to developing and 

telling of local stories where local quality perspectives “weave reality, giving meaning to 

the world, making sense of their experiences…respond to problems, including the policies, 

the provisions, the practices we adopt and work with…”.  As local stories continue to 

emerge as the result of acknowledging “the contestability and provisionality of all 

decisions” through the active responsibility to participate in decision-making, democracy 

becomes a “fundamental value of early childhood education” (Moss, 2014, p.120). 

Democracy is described as “renewed and revived” (p.120), taking into consideration of 

different stories “whilst critically discussed, are respectfully heard” (Moss, 2014, p.121). 

10.4 Limitations of the study 

Despite this study’s significant contribution to literature and the implications for 

practice, this study possesses limitations. It is a small scale study that situates findings and 

discussions within two kindergarten settings. Another study should include a wider group 

of kindergartens representing different socio-economic group of parents and different 

kindergarten philosophies. A larger study can provide a range of findings and contribute to 

insightful differences in terms of quality perspectives through a mixed methods approach 

(Greene, 2005). The small sample size of two philosophical different kindergartens out of 

approximately 500 registered Singapore kindergarten limits the findings to a Montessori 

and Theme based values and perspectives to parents from high socio-economic status. The 

two participating kindergartens signify the possibilities of quality perspectives that are 

limited to their personal context instead of representing the perspectives of all Singapore 
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kindergartens. They do not represent the larger pool of kindergarten perspectives that 

include parents from other socio-economic groups. A larger pool of participating 

kindergartens representing perspectives from different socio-economic status could 

highlight a more balanced representation of the Singapore early childhood landscape. 

This study focused on participants’ quality conceptualizations and why they 

perceived quality elements as important contributors to quality early childhood education. 

However, the study did not include participants’ perspectives and recommendation for 

more effective quality practices. Gathering participants’ perspectives and recommendation 

of effective quality practices could further determine the political and social underpinnings 

that govern their quality conceptualizations.  

10.5 Recommendations for future study 

Earlier chapters have shown that the two findings and discussion chapters have 

contributed to literature related to quality early childhood education. While these chapters 

contribute new knowledge, opportunities for future research have surfaced that are related 

to the limitations and implications for practice discussed earlier in this chapter. 

10.5.1 Inclusive of a wider spectrum of kindergartens with different 

philosophies.  Future studies can look into the inclusive of three or more kindergartens 

with different philosophies to determine their quality conceptualization. As kindergarten 

philosophy is indicated as one of the recommendations by parents to determine the 

translation of quality, the comparison of kindergarten philosophies to quality 

conceptualization can contribute and reinforce the understanding of values development as 

a quality indicator in Singapore kindergartens. 

10.5.2 Reflection on the role of the Singapore preschool teacher.  The role of 

the teacher has been of contention between stipulated responsibilities and perceptions of 

quality teachers (Fenech et al., 2006; Fenech et al., 2010; Moss, 2006). Future studies can 
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look into the critical thinking and reflection on the roles of the Singapore preschool teacher 

to characterize what constitute the responsibilities of quality teaching. As Singapore early 

childhood education is still relatively new to the raise in Minimum Preschool Teacher 

Qualifications, future studies in the critical reflection between the role of preschool 

teachers and the Kindergarten Curriculum Framework can also further add to the quality 

discussion about the impact of neoliberal quality initiatives. 

10.5.3 Kindergarten as a space of negotiation. To develop the kindergarten as a 

space of negotiation may be a contradicting process to those who are used to the stipulated 

kindergarten as a space of education. Further studies into kindergartens who attempt to 

navigate their kindergarten philosophy around neoliberal agendas and develop the 

kindergarten as a site for negotiation and contribution of other possibilities can contribute 

to the evolving nature of new possibilities in the Singapore context (Krieg, 2011). Future 

studies may encourage other kindergartens to reflect and critically think of the other 

possibilities of perceiving quality in their local practices. 

10.6 Reflections of the researcher 

At the beginning of this study, quality in the researcher’s opinion was a term used 

to describe high standards in early childhood education. These opinions focus on 

understanding quality early childhood education in two kindergartens. By adopting an 

interpretive paradigm, the study was designed to understand localized quality perspectives 

rather than generating quality as a general concept in Singapore. The researcher’s position 

was influenced by her educational background in Singapore. The role as a researcher 

indicates the necessity to look deeper into the voices of participants’ quality 

conceptualizations and understand the political, social underpinnings that truly govern their 

thought processes about quality.  

Postmodern perspectives that emerged when the researcher looked deeper into the 

voices of participants and the rich examples participants, provided to communicate the 
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struggles and challenges that they faced to maintain their personal values and beliefs. The 

struggles and challenges are real in the stance against what was governing and steering 

participants’ decisions and choices towards dominant discursive practices in early 

childhood education. Being an early childhood educator and a Singaporean, these struggles 

and challenges are also reflected in the way the researcher had to go back and forth to 

rethink about her own position on quality and realign her personal experiences by putting 

aside her own opinions to present participants’ actual and emerging quality 

conceptualizations.   

The researcher walks away from this study with her perspectives widened and 

enriched as the result of listening and respecting other possibilities. This is not a 

predictable outcome within the structured and regulated nature of Singapore early 

childhood landscape. This study demonstrates that quality is fluid and quality should be 

respected as notions of being multidimensional, multiple in nature and progressive. Quality 

early childhood education can negotiate power relations that influence perceptions and 

opinions. This is possible even in an early childhood landscape that is regulated by early 

childhood policies, neoliberalism and dominant social practices.  
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX 1: PHASE ONE ONLINE QUESTIONNAIRE 

What is Quality Early Childhood Education? Perspectives from Singapore Parents 

Below is a series of questions focusing on understanding how you perceive and 

understand by the notion of quality in early childhood education?     

How would you define quality in early childhood education? Quality is...........  

(Please read each statement and select if you agree or disagree with the statement) 

 Strongly Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly Agree 

Meeting 

Expectations of a 

service 

 

    

Eye of the beholder 

(unique to 

individuals) 

 

    

Meeting your needs 

of educating a child 

 

    

Defined by society 

 
    

Defined by 

government 

policies 

 

    

Others: Please 

specify 
    

 

What do you think influence the way you perceive quality in early childhood 

education? 

 Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Agree Strongly Agree 

Curriculum 

 
    

Higher Fees mean 

better quality 

 

    

Brand name 

 
    

Recommendation by     
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friends 

 

Personal preferences 

 
    

Advertisements 

 
    

Others: Please specify     

 

What would you say childhood is? 

 Strongly Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly Agree 

Exploration and 

learning through 

play 

 

    

Preparatory for 

Primary School 

 

    

Development 

towards Adulthood 

 

    

Learning about 

their environment 

 

    

Period where 

children learn what 

is right and wrong 

 

    

Children are 

powerless, 

defenceless to 

protect themselves 

 

    

Exploring and 

development of 

social, emotional 

skills 

    

Others (Please 

Specify) 
    

 

What do you think influence the way you perceive childhood?  (Read the statement 

and select if you agree or disagree with the statement) 

 Strongly Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly Agree 

Your childhood 

experience 
    

The experience of 

your Education 

system 
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Societal view about 

childhood 
    

Family Beliefs     

Government 

policies 
    

Others: Please 

specify 
    

 

Does your view of childhood influence the way you perceive quality? 

 Strongly Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly Agree 

     

 

This section aims to understand your GENERAL perception about quality early 

childhood programs instead of your child's kindergarten.     Your Philosophy of Early 

Childhood 

 Extremely Not 

Important 

Not Important Important Very Important 

Kindergarten's 

philosophy is 

important 

    

My philosophy will 

be similar to the 

kindergarten's 

    

My philosophy is 

shaped by societal 

views 

    

My philosophy is 

shaped by my 

childhood 

    

My philosophy is 

shaped by 

government 

policies 

    

My philosophy is 

shaped by the 

education system 

    

 

This section aims to understand your GENERAL perception about quality early 

childhood programs instead of your child's kindergarten. 

Physical Environment of a kindergarten 
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 Extremely Not 

Important 

Not Important Important Very Important 

Physical 

environment 

supports learning 

and exploration 

 

    

Warm and friendly 

environment 

 

    

Stimulating toys 

and materials 

 

    

Sufficient space to 

move around 

 

    

Space for 

exploration 

 

    

Nurturing 

environment 

(encourages moral 

development) 

 

    

Nutritious food 

served 

 

    

Safety is evident 

 
    

Cleanliness of the 

environment 

 

    

Toys and 

Equipment are 

maintained 

    

 

This section aims to understand your GENERAL perception about quality early 

childhood programs instead of your child's kindergarten.  

Kindergarten Teachers 

 Extremely Not 

Important 

Not Important Important Very Important 

Caring and warm 

teachers 

 

    

Low turnover of 

teachers 

 

    

Stimulating 

activities 
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Qualified teachers 

meeting MOE 

requirements 

 

    

Speak standard 

English 

 

    

Small Teacher-

Child ratio 

 

    

Parent support for 

home learning 

 

    

Frequent parent 

teacher 

communication 

 

    

Parent partnerships 

 
    

Trust and assurance 

between parents 

and teachers 

 

    

Sharing of 

strategies are kept 

to a minimum 

 

    

Reflective and 

Observant 

 

    

More directed 

interaction used 

 

    

Provide activities 

which are 

stimulating and 

process focused 

 

    

Understanding of 

child development 

theories and 

strategies 

 

    

Good Classroom 

Management skills 
    

This section aims to understand your GENERAL perception about quality early 

childhood programs instead of your child's kindergarten.     

 Curriculum 

 Extremely Not 

Important 

Not Important Important Very Important 
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Preparation for 

Primary 1 

 

    

Opportunity for 

social interaction 

 

    

Learning through 

play 

 

    

Opportunity for 

exploration and 

experimentation 

 

    

Hands-on learning 

experiences 

 

    

Structured program 

focusing on 

academic skills 

 

    

Child-centred based 

on child's progress 

 

    

More teacher 

directed activities 

towards outcomes 

 

    

Time is provided 

for learning and 

processes rather 

than outcomes 

 

    

Prepare children to 

meet MOE desired 

outcomes 

 

    

Developmentally 

appropriate 

activities based on 

child's interest 

    

 

This section aims to understand your GENERAL perception about quality early 

childhood programs instead of your child's kindergarten.     

 Developing a child's social-emotional skills 

 Extremely Not 

Important 

Not Important Important Very Important 

Opportunities to 

develop child's 

problem solving, 

critical thinking 
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and conflict 

resolution skills 

 

Children are not 

encouraged to ask 

questions 

 

    

Children are 

encouraged to think 

out of the box 

 

    

Children are not 

given opportunities 

to challenge ideas 

 

    

Sharing strategies 

are in place for 

children to self-

regulate 

 

    

Children are told 

what is appropriate 

behaviour 

 

    

Children are 

constantly 

reminded what to 

do next 

 

    

School 

environment 

provides a 'safe 

haven' for children 

to explore their 

ideas 

    

 

This section aims to understand your GENERAL perception about quality early 

childhood programs instead of your child's kindergarten.     

 Opportunities to develop Self Help Skills 

 Extremely Not 

Important 

Not Important Important Very Important 

Encourage 

independence in 

children through 

school routines 

 

    

Direct parental 

instructions are 

given when 

children arrive and 

leave the school 
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Children are 

responsible for 

their own 

belongings 

 

    

Children are aware 

of their 

environment and 

self 

 

    

Directed and 

repeated 

instructions help 

children to learn 

 

    

Parent partnership 

is encouraged  to 

help children work 

towards their 

independence 

    

 

This section aims to understand your GENERAL perception about quality early 

childhood programs instead of your child's kindergarten.     

 Sensitivity to the child's cultural background 

 Extremely Not 

Important 

Not Important Important Very Important 

Home environment 

is considered when 

interacting with 

children 

    

Knowledge of 

Home Environment 
    

Understanding of 

parent's ideas and 

practices 

    

Build relationships 

with parents 
    

Listening ear to 

individual 

situations 
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This section aims to understand your GENERAL perception about quality early 

childhood programs instead of your child's kindergarten.      

Parental Partnership and Feedback 

 Extremely Not 

Important 

Not Important Important Very Important 

Open 

communication 

with parents via 

different modes 

(like email, 

communication 

book, face to face) 

are encouraged 

 

    

Teacher 

communicates 

child's progress on 

a regular basis 

 

    

Parents are not 

invited into the 

classroom as 

volunteers 

 

    

Open door policy 

where parents are 

made to feel 

welcome 

 

    

Parents are 

encouraged to send 

and leave the 

school quickly 

 

    

Parental opinions 

and feedback are 

considered 
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This section aims to understand your GENERAL perception about quality early 

childhood programs instead of your child's kindergarten.     

 Accessibility of a kindergarten 

 Extremely Not 

Important 

Not Important Important Very Important 

Location 

(Convenience) 

 

    

Cost of the program 

 
    

Timing of the 

program 
    

 

This section aims to understand your GENERAL perception about quality early 

childhood programs instead of your child's kindergarten.      

A Kindergarten's Administration 

 Extremely Not 

Important 

Not Important Important Very Important 

Friendly and 

Helpful Staff 

 

    

Clear payment 

schemes 

 

    

Access 

administrative staff 

easily 

 

    

Patient to listen 

 
    

Reflects the 

Kindergarten's 

Philosophy 
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The questions below aim to understand your child's CURRENT Kindergarten 

providence of quality early childhood education. How would you rate these areas in your 

child's current kindergarten? 

 Very Poor Poor Good Very Good 

Physical 

Environment (e.g. 

playground, 

facilities etc.) 

 

    

Curriculum 

 
    

Value-added 

services (e.g. 

Speech & Drama, 

Music, Gym etc.) 

 

    

Qualified teachers 

 
    

Teachers who speak 

Standard English 

 

    

Warm and Caring 

Teachers 

 

    

Parent Teacher 

Communication 

 

    

Parent Partnership 

 
    

Sound Philosophy 

of the Kindergarten 

 

    

Developing your 

child's Socio 

Emotional skills 

 

    

Opportunities to 

develop Self Help 

skills 

 

    

Accessibility of 

your child's 

kindergarten 

 

    

Your child's 

kindergarten  

 

administration 

 

    

Sensitivity to your 

child's background 
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What are the areas you think your child's kindergarten can improve on?  

Please  indicate. 

___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

How are your responses about your child's kindergarten influenced by the 

following factors? 

 Extremely Not 

Important 

Not Important Important Very Important 

Expectations from 

the Education 

System 

 

    

Societal demands 

for good academic 

results 

 

    

Good results lead 

to good Jobs 

 

    

Parental 

expectations 

 

    

Your own 

philosophy about 

education 

 

    

Your childhood 

experiences 

 

    

Others: (Please 

specify) 
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Rate your child's CURRENT kindergarten according to how much your child has 

achieved MOE desired outcomes. 

 Very Poor Poor Good Very Good 

Your child is 

prepared for 

Primary 1 

 

    

Your child is able 

to differentiate 

between right and 

wrong 

 

    

Your child is 

willing to share and 

take turns with 

others 

 

    

Your child is able 

to relate to others 

 

    

Your child is 

curious and able to 

explore 

 

    

Your child is able 

to listen and speak 

with understanding 

 

    

Your child is 

comfortable and 

happy with 

themselves 

 

    

Your child has 

developed physical 

coordination and 

healthy habits 

 

    

Your child love 

their families, 

friends, teachers 

and school 

 

    

Your child is able 

to problem-solve, 

has developed 

critical and conflict 

resolution skills 

 

    

Your child possess 

a sense of self and 

environment 

 

    

Your child has     
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sound moral and 

social values 

 

Others: Please 

specify 
    

 

Why did you choose this kindergarten for your child? 

 Strongly Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly Agree 

Nature of the 

program (e.g. play 

based, structured 

program 

 

    

Philosophy of the 

program 

 

    

Structured program 

to prepare your 

child for primary 1 

 

    

Allows children to 

develop their self-

help skills 

 

    

Qualified teachers 

 
    

Conducive 

environment for 

learning 

 

    

Others: (Please 

specify) 
    

 

In your own opinion, is your child's kindergarten meeting your expectations to 

prepare your child for mainstream education? 

 Strongly Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly Agree 

Click to write 

Statement 1 
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Please specify why you think your kindergarten is meeting your expectations about 

preparing your child for mainstream education 

___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 

Is preparation for mainstream education the main factor to why you chose this 

kindergarten? 

 Strongly Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly Agree 

         

 

The questions below are related to your opinion about enrichment classes. 

.Enrichment classes refer to activities not provided by your child's kindergarten (e.g. 

speech and drama, music, gym etc.) 

 How important are enrichment classes as supplements to your child's learning? 

 Extremely Not 

Important 

Not Important Important Very Important 

         

 

Why do you think enrichment classes are important/unimportant? Please indicate if 

you agree or disagree with the statements. 

 Strongly Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly Agree 

Create more 

learning 

opportunities other 

than academic 

skills 

 

    

Kindergarten 

provides enough 
    



361 

opportunities to 

extend my child's 

learning 

 

Preparation for the 

rigorous 

mainstream 

education 

 

    

Lay a stronger 

foundation for my 

child for Primary 

school 

 

    

Discovery of self 

and abilities 

 

    

Others: (Please 

specify) 
    

 

Do you have any other opinions about enrichment classes? If yes, please 

write specify below. 

___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 

What kind of enrichment classes is your child enrolled in currently? 

 Speech and Drama 

 Music lessons 

 Art class 

 Mandarin class 

 Ballet class 

 Math class (please specify :) ____________________ 

 Phonics class 

 Others (please specify) ____________________ 
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The questions below aim to gather your opinion about parent partnership and 

participation in your child's kindergarten.      

Do you consider parent partnership as important to a child's development? 

 Strongly Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly Agree 

-         

 

How often are parent partnerships encouraged at your child's kindergarten per 

term? 

 Very Infrequent Infrequent Frequent Very Frequent 

-         

 

What areas of parent participation are encouraged at your child's kindergarten? 

 Very Infrequent Infrequent Frequent Very Frequent 

Reading a story to 

the children 
    

Guest speaker for a 

specific occupation 
    

Parent helper 

during field trips 
    

Parent volunteer in 

the classroom 
    

Others: Please 

specify 
    

 

Identify ways you think your kindergarten can improve on parent partnerships. 

Please indicate why. 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 
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How are parent-teacher communication carried out at your child's kindergarten? 

 Very Infrequent Infrequent Frequent Very Frequent 

Communication 

book 
    

Telephone calls     

Emails     

Newsletter     

Face to Face 

Communication 
    

Others: Please 

Specify 
    

 

How often do you have parent-teacher communication at your child's kindergarten? 

 Very Infrequent Infrequent Frequent Very Frequent 

-         

 

Does your child's kindergarten encourage parent teacher communication as part of 

their kindergarten culture? 

 Strongly Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly Agree 

-         

 

The questions below focus on gathering information about your background.    

  Is this your first enrolment at your child's kindergarten? 

 Yes 

 No 

 

How many years has your child been enrolled at this kindergarten? 

 One or less 

 Two 
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 Three 

 Four 

 

Has your child been enrolled at any other kindergarten? 

 Yes. Please specify and for how long you were enrolled at another kindergarten. 

____________________ 

 No 

 

How many children do you have? 

 One 

 Two 

 Three 

 Four or more 

 

Your Age 

 Less than 20 

 20-24 

 25-29 

 30-35 

 36-40 

 41-45 

 More than 45 
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Your Educational Qualifications 

 Secondary 

 Certificate (please specify) ____________________ 

 Diploma (please specify) ____________________ 

 Degree (please specify) ____________________ 

 Masters (please specify) ____________________ 

 Others (please specify) ____________________ 
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APPENDIX 2: PHASE TWO SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

Interview Questions – Principals 

 

Quality Early Childhood Education 

1.  In your own words, how would you describe quality early childhood education? 

2. What are the three most important factors which you would perceive as quality 

in a kindergarten?  

2a. Why do you feel this way? 

3. To what extent do you think personal preferences determine your definition of 

quality and your perceptions of quality early childhood education?  

4. What sorts of things influence your personal preferences? 

5. What do you think about culture playing a role in the way you perceive quality 

early childhood? 

 

Perception of Children 

6. How do you perceive children (in general)? 

7. What do you think influence the way you perceive children? 

8. There is a statement which states: 

“Learning opportunities through play, child-centred curriculum, opportunities to 

develop social-emotional skills, independence, focusing on process rather than outcomes 

are key to developing the whole child” 

What are your opinions on this statement? 

 



367 

9. Why do you feel this way? Would you think that academic progression is 

important as well? 

10. Do you think this is common belief in Singapore? Why? 

Quality Teaching 

11. What do you consider are the characteristics of quality teaching in 

kindergarten? 

12. What importance to you place on rote learning in kindergarten? 

13. Would you consider a teacher’s qualifications an influence in providing quality 

teaching? 

14. What influences that decision? 

15. In your opinion, what do you think should be a teacher’s minimum 

qualification? 

 

Parent Partnership 

16. In your opinion, do you think that the level of parent partnership is an 

indication of quality in early childhood education? Why? 

17. Do you think an improvement in parent partnership in your kindergarten will 

aid in parents’ understanding of their child? Why or why not? 

18. What would you expect to see in ‘ideal’ parent partnership? 
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APPENDIX 3: MONASH UNIVERSITY HUMAN RESEARCH ETHICS 

COMMITTEE CERTIFICATE OF APPROVAL 
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APPENDIX 4: PARTICIPANTS’ EXPLANATORY STATEMENT AND CONSENT 

FORM 

 

 

 

January 2011 

Explanatory Statement - Principals 

Title: Quality early childhood education: 

Perspectives from Parents, Practitioners and Principals 

This information sheet is for you to keep. 

My name is Eunice Say and I am conducting a research project with Dr Jill 

Robbins a senior lecturer in the Department of Education towards a Doctor of 

Philosophy at Monash University.  This means that I will be writing a thesis which is the 

equivalent of a 300 page book.  

Your kindergarten was selected from the pool of privately owned and publicly 

owned kindergartens in Singapore to be part of the study about what is quality early 

childhood education, perspectives from Singapore Principals, Practitioners and Parents. As 

a participating kindergarten, perspectives from parents, teachers and yourself will be 

collected through a questionnaire and possibly a semi-structured interview. Upon consent, 

you will be required to write a cover letter indicating your support to the research. This 

will be attached to the explanatory statement and consent forms to parents. You will also 

be required to inform staff at your staff meeting about your support of the program. You 

will be given sealed envelopes of explanatory statements and consent forms to be 

distributed to all English speaking Singaporean staff. Upon collection of the consent forms, 
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staff who consent to the research will be requested to distribute 25 explanatory statements 

and consent forms to their class parents. Sealed boxes will be placed at your centre to 

collect consent forms from parents and practitioners. I hope you will be part of this study 

to contribute to new understandings and knowledge about quality early childhood 

education in Singapore. 

The aim/purpose of the research   

I am conducting this research to find out how parents, practitioners and principals 

perceive quality early childhood education in Singapore. I am interested to investigate how 

these three participants make meaning of the notion of quality early childhood education 

through their experiences, cultural context and influence from their society. 

Possible Benefits 

The purpose of this study is to understand the perspectives of these three 

stakeholders on quality early childhood education. This study aims to identify if there are 

cultural factors that may influence the way they perceive early childhood education. As 

developmental theories and research are mainly conducted in Western countries, this 

Singaporean study of how parents, practitioners and principals perceive quality early 

childhood education will help to provide perspectives into future directions of early 

childhood education. These perspectives can also aid to develop government policies 

towards a more contextual early childhood environment in Singapore. 
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What does the research involve?   

The study involves sending out a questionnaire to a total of 50 kindergartens to 

gather information about the three different stakeholder perspectives of quality early 

childhood. This questionnaire is divided into four parts and they may require about 15-20 

minutes to complete. After the questionnaires have been received by the researcher, a total 

of three kindergartens will be selected based on convenience sampling where stakeholders 

will be invited individually to participate in an interview session. This interview session 

will be carried out to further understand in-depth perspectives of your notion of early 

childhood education. Additional interviews might also be carried out to clarify comments 

and/or elaboration of participants’ perspectives. 

How much time will the research take?   

The four part questionnaire will probably take approximately 15-20 minutes to 

complete. Each part will require you to circle the closest response to the question, with 1 as 

strongly disagree or extremely not important and 5 as strongly agree or very important. 

The one to one interview will take approximately 30-45 minutes at your kindergarten 

premises or a designated venue. Questions will be more in-depth to better understand the 

way you perceive quality early childhood education.  

Inconvenience/discomfort 

Inconvenience and discomfort will be kept to the minimum so that the participation 

process can be at ease to the participant. 
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Can I withdraw from the research?   

Being in this study is voluntary and you are under no obligation to consent to 

participation.  However, if you do consent to participate, you may only withdraw prior to 

the face to face interview. 

Confidentiality 

The data collected from participants will be kept confidential and pseudonyms will 

be used to replace names of participants and participating kindergartens. Only the 

supervisor of this research study and the researcher will be made available to these data 

and other information collected. Information gathered from kindergartens will also be re-

presented in a manner where identification of the kindergarten will be kept to a minimum. 

In the event of publication, similar confidentiality techniques will be used to maintain 

participants’ identity. 

Storage of data 

Storage of the data collected will adhere to the University regulations and kept on 

University premises in a locked cupboard/filing cabinet for 5 years.  A report of the study 

may be submitted for publication, but individual participants will not be identifiable in 

such a report.   

Use of data for other purposes  

The data collected may be used in future for other purposes like conferences, 

presentation to organisations like Ministry of Education (MOE) or Ministry of Community, 

Youth and Sports (MCYS). But these data will be kept anonymous and pseudonyms will 

be used to ensure that both the participant and kindergarten are not identifiable. 
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Results 

If you would like to be informed of the aggregate research finding, please contact 

Eunice Say   The findings are accessible 

upon request.   

If you would like to contact the researchers 

about any aspect of this study, please contact 

the Chief Investigator: 

If you have a complaint concerning the manner in which 

this research <CF11/0172 – 2011000053 > is being 

conducted, please contact: 

 

Dr Jill Robbins 

Senior Lecturer  

Monash University 

Faculty of Education 

Peninsula Campus 

PO Box 527 

Frankston, VIC 3199 

Australia 

 

    

 

 

 

Executive Officer, Human Research Ethics 

Monash University Human Research Ethics Committee 

(MUHREC) 

Building 3e  Room 111 

Research Office 

Monash University VIC 3800 

     

  
 

 

Thank you. 

Eunice Say 
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Consent Form - Principals 

Monash University Doctor of Philosophy Research Study 

Quality early childhood education: Perspectives from Parents, Practitioners and 

Principals 

 NOTE: This consent form will remain with the Monash University researcher for 

their records 

 

I agree to take part in the Monash University research project specified above.  I 

have had the project explained to me, and I have read the Explanatory Statement, which I 

keep for my records.  I understand that agreeing to take part means that:  

I agree to be interviewed by the researcher              Yes       No 

I agree to allow the interview to be audio-taped              Yes       No 

I agree to complete questionnaires related to my background information  

and my perspectives on quality early childhood education            Yes      No 

I understand that the information shared about the kindergarten  

will be kept confidential                Yes       No 

I agree to provide an email address so that the questionnaire link  

can be emailed to me                                                  Yes       No 

I agree to make myself available for a further interview if required   

                                                                                                           Yes       No 

I agree to write a cover letter to the parents at my kindergarten to explain 

the kindergarten’s consent to the research              Yes       No 

I agree to explain the consent to participate in this research via a staff meeting 
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and distribute envelopes which contain explanatory statement and consent form 

to staff          Yes       No 

I agree to mail the consent form in a sealed envelope back to the  

student researcher                  Yes       No 

and 

I understand that my participation is voluntary, that I can choose not 
to participate in part or all of the project, and that I can withdraw prior to the 
interview session of the project without being penalised or disadvantaged in 
any way. 

 
and 
I understand that any data that the researcher extracts from the interview and 

questionnaire for use in reports or published findings will not, under any circumstances, 

contain names or identifying characteristics.   

and 
 
I understand that any information I provide is confidential, and that no information 

that could lead to the identification of any individual will be disclosed in any reports on the 

project, or to any other party. 

and 
 
I understand that data from the interview, pre-interview questionnaire, 

transcript and audio-tape will be kept in a secure storage and accessible to 
the research team.  I also understand that the data will be destroyed after a 5 
year period unless I consent to it being used in future research. 
 

 
Participant’s name:   ____________________________ 
 
Signature:               ____________________________ 
 
Participant’s email address:      ____________________________ 
 

Date: To be returned in an envelope via the kindergarten by 28th February 
2011. 
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APPENDIX 5: INITIAL DESCRIPTIVE CODING TABLE 

INITIAL DESCRIPTIVE CODING TABLE 

A sample of the initial descriptive coding table developed from the first of four 

main parts derived from the semi-structured interviews. 

 

Descriptive Coding used – Definition of quality early childhood education 

 

Definition of 

quality early 

childhood 

education 

Teacher Quality Environment Curriculum Children’s 

background 

General Characteristics of quality related coding used 

 

Independence  Different types of 

activities 

Comfortable for 

children 

Activities 

engaging 

Personalities of 

children 

Holistic 

development 

Not just memorizing Safe Individualised 

learning 

Background of 

children 

Self Confidence Nurture children Managing 

environment 

Balance between 

whole group and 

individual group 

 

Fun Dedication of 

teachers 

Similar to home 

environment 

Maximize 

children’s abilities 

and capabilities 

 

Respect for teachers Ongoing learners Space Children’s 

choices to choose 

activities 

 

Compassion Facilitating children Cleanliness Supporting 

children’s 

curiosity 

 

Life skills Physical touch Hygiene outdoors  

Character building Affection    

Socialisation     

Problem-solving     

Academic skills     

Preparing for 

primary 1 

    

Happy      

Singing     
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APPENDIX 6: GROUPING OF RESPONSES 

GROUPING OF RESPONSES 

A sample of grouped responses based on the identified coding of ‘lifelong skills’ 

from the coding table. 

LIFELONG SKILLS 

 

Kindergarten One 

 

Principal (Karen) the balance of being able to learn for yourself and along the way learn about 

yourself that allows them to flourish and be able to think laterally (p.2) 

Relax in the sense that a child is to actually grow and be just be for himself that 

we also do explain to parents as soon as they leave school it is perfectly all right 

not to have anything scheduled because that in itself is a low skill what to do with 

time that you have spare (p.2) 

We try to explain to the children what quality of life is although that’s generally 

what it is we run school like we would run explain to the children how life can be 

run so just as we find that it’s just as important to teach them how to do long 

division, it is just as important to teach them how to relax. We actually have 

sessions where they learn how to massage each other hands when they get a little 

tired so they will stop and do that; it’s quality of life learning, to have quality of 

life (p. 3) 

 

Teacher (Joey) Early childhood education, it’s not just academics – their physical growth as well 

as their moral values. To me, that is more important than learning to write a 

conversation at the end of their kindergarten years and also being able to be 

independent. That helps them in their future life skills (p.1) 

I think they will go a long way for their future and if they have respect, 

compassion and so forth; other things will come easier because then they have 

respect for teachers... (p.1) 

I think the Singapore culture is quite a selfish one. Because they are all looking 

after their own things. I mean their own objectives – I think their own needs and 

achieving what they want (p.5). 

 

Parent (Jarry) ...quality to me, would be something that prepares them for life...it doesn’t just 

encompass academics, I mean that’s one factor to it, there’s also, there’s the other 

bit, which is the social aspect. And more importantly, I think it’s also strength of 

character in terms of character building....(p.1) 

Perseverance is one, which is key, I think. Sticking to the task until you’ve finally 

succeeded …knowing when to stop is another aspect of it. There is also good 

manners, which I think children in general, because they are so transient and so in 

the here and now....So, it’s also in a certain sense, patience.... (p.1) 

 

Kindergarten Two 

 

Principal (Doris) Curriculum is important because curriculum needs to be very holistic. It needs 

to cover all different areas of the development of the children. I would think it 

is more of that. It must be very age appropriate. Not too academic. Not to do 

what everyone is doing but preparing them in terms of life skills, moral values 

(p.1). 

Without any emotions, without any social skills the child will not benefit and 

develop to an adult who can adapt to a lot of things or even when the adult 

actually goes out to the working environment, wouldn’t be able to adapt, 

wouldn’t be able to excel more (p.7) 

 

Parent (Sara) I think the important thing in early childhood education or the knowing right 
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and wrong for the kid. And being able to socialise among their own age as well 

as with the adults, their teachers. And able to stand up for themselves, and of 

course, basic things like knowing how to share, know manners, the basic 

values... (p.1). 

I will stress more on a few things, a few values, courtesy, honesty, integrity 

and honour. Honour as in when you are wrong, you admit you are wrong you 

are able to accept that I’m wrong and to look at, I need to change to be a better 

person... (p.1) 

It’s the basic of being a human being, compared to animals...being in a very 

modest society, affluent Singapore, probably we are looking at able to know 

what’s right and wrong, be an upright person.  (p.1) 

I don’t think of myself only but I think of the people around me. I think that’s 

very important so that, you’ll be looking at more peace, less war, no fights, so I 

think to have this place, a better place to live in, I think the moral values are 

more important than academic (p.1) 

 

Parent (Eileen) I think now people start valuing the quality of life a bit more. So the main thing 

for a child at this stage is being happy, and then...to grow up into happy 

individuals and better individuals and a little bit more sense of integrity and all 

that sort of thing, to be a good person. Ultimately, when you leave this world, 

you want to know that you left a good contribution. (p.3). 

...you must also have values and you can’t just be happy and do whatever you 

want, and that’s where the school comes in also because if they don’t tell you 

what are the right boundaries and everything, when are you going to learn? 

(p.5) 

...when you are working, you know , they’re a lot of people without integrity so 

you want to make sure – even though you’re going to be in a world where a lot 

of people are going to do things wrongly, you don’t want to be the one, you 

know, you don’t have to be like them...(p.5) 

Independence definitely...you learn from the simple things of putting your shoe 

in the right cubby hole.... (p.5) 

It’s just I think the foundation, so it’s not knowing your multiplication tables. 

It’s about having enough tools and the confidence to try when you get there., 

when you go to primary one, that you don’t get phased by it (p.7) 
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APPENDIX 7: DETAILED DESCRIPTIVE CODING TABLE 

DETAILED DESCRIPTIVE CODING TABLE 

A sample of a detailed descriptive coding table derived from the four main areas 

(definition of quality early childhood education, perception of children, quality teaching 

and parent partnership) to gather more precise characteristics to quality conceptualisations. 

 Kindergarten One Kindergarten Two 

 Principal Teacher Sara Jarry Principal Teacher 

Vee 

Teacher 

Gina 

Susan Eileen 

 Development of whole child 

Holistic 

development 

- all 

roundedness 

- not academics 

- moral values 

- character 

building 

- prepares for 

life 

- age 

appropriate 

- developmental 

theories 

 

         

 Quality Teaching 

Interaction with 

children 

- engaging 

- 

communicative 

- interactive 

- opportunities 

to reflect 

- singing 

- happy 

moments 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

Attitude of 

teachers 

- passion 

- genuine 

- steering 

- lived 

philosophy 

- observant 

- caring 

- firm 

- committed 

- responsible 

- facilitator 

- affirming 

- able to 
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balance 

- sense of 

humour 

- acceptance of 

philosophy 

- integrity 

- purpose of 

teaching 

 

Role modelling  

- doing 

repeatedly 

- see 

 

         

Flow with the 

child 

- child’s pace 

- suitable 

curriculum 

- work with 

child 

- progressively 

- communicate 

with parents 

- exploration 

- don’t over 

guide 

- individualised 

 

         

 Lifelong skills 

Social-

Emotional 

Skills  

- Confidence 

- character 

building 

- socialisation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

Lifelong skills 

- learn about 

self 

- learn for self 

- quality of life 

- quality of life 

learning 

- thinking of 

others 

- not academics 

- perseverance 

- patience 

- good manners 

- preparing for 

life 

- moral values 

- adapt 

- knowing right 

from wrong 

- better person 

- integrity 

- contribution to 

society 
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- right 

boundaries 

- tools 

 

 Kindergarten Environment 

Environment: 

Nurturing 

         

Environment: 

Values are 

similar between 

home & school 

         

 Developing of Children’s Potential 

 

Child’s 

potential & 

abilities 
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APPENDIX 8: A SAMPLE OF INITIATL THEMATIC MAP 

THEMATIC MAPS 

A sample of initial thematic maps of ‘lifelong skills’ identified as a characteristic to 

the research question ‘What is quality early childhood education from two Singaporean 

kindergartens?’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lifelong skills 

Learn about self 

Learn for yourself 

How life can be ran 

Quality of life 

Not just academics 

Future 

Preparation for life 

Perseverance 

Good manners Moral values 

Life skills 

adapt 

develop 

socialise 

Knowing right and wrong 

Change to be better person 

Basis of a human being 

Integrity 

Leave a good contribution 

Boundaries 

Tools 

Benefits 

Characteristics 

Purpose 
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APPENDIX 9: A SUMMARY OF GLOBAL THEMES 

SUMMARY OF GLOBAL THEMES 

A sample of summary of global themes’ to the research question ‘What is quality 

early childhood education from two Singaporean kindergartens?’ 

 

 

 

s 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

DEVELOPMENT OF LIFE SKILLS 

TO PREPARE CHILDREN FOR 

LIFE 

Confucian related values 

Values develop 

children towards being 

an upright person, 

contributor to society. 

Values are instilled 

through the steering of 

children by adults 

Values benefit the 

development of the 

whole child 

Preparation Preparation is about 

developing a 
child’s potential 

Preparation for life is the 

development of tools in 

children through 

opportunities to explore and 

learn 

Nurturing environments 

provide opportunities 

for children to learn 

Preparation for life is 

about providing 

children with activities 

they are interested in 




